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FOREWORD 



The announcement by Pope John XXIII of his intention to con- 
voke an ecumenical council has akeady produced a great quantity 
of literature. This indicates the extraordinary interest this step has 
aroused and the great importance that is attached to it, primarily in 
the Roman Catholic Church but also in the rest of Christendom. A 
host of questions are being asked by theologians and laymen: What 
is an ecumenical council? What was the attitude of the Reformation 
toward the idea of a council? Why is a council being convened at 
this particular time? What is going to happen there? All these 
questions focus upon the one central question which we consider 
essential: Does this council concern us as evangelical Lutheran 
Christians? What position should we take with regard to it? In 
authoritative Catholic quarters the coming council is being quite 
consciously described as a step on the road to the unity of Chris- 
tians. This prompts us, too, to give fresh thought to the unity of the 
church of God and the questions and problems related to it. 

This book was written in order to make a contribution toward 
the answering of these questions. The Special Commission on Inter- 
confessional Research of the Lutheran World Federation whose 
chairman is Bishop Dietzf elbinger from Munchen, Bishop of 
Bavaria, and 
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regarded it as its task to provide factual orientation and to speak a 
word to clarify and state our position. What happens in the Roman 
Catholic Church cannot be unimportant for evangelical Christians. 
The time of isolation is past. More than earlier generations we are 
aware today that we must live with one another and also that we 
cannot live without one another. The ecumenical movement has 
opened our eyes to others and impressed upon our hearts anew the 
pain of the divided state of Christendom. 

Everything we do in the church must be done as a ministry of 
the Good News of the Kingdom of God, the Gospel. No theology, 
no denomination can have a sole lease on the Gospel. But we can 
and we must help one another to see to it that all we do is done 
in the light of this one Gospel and that it can stand in that light. 
The authors are conscious of the fact that this book is not the last 
word on the subject. Their opinions are not closed but rather open 
to further insights. Among the many voices which are being heard 
this year with regard to the council, they have a concern that 
probably also has a right to be heard not only in the evangelical 
Lutheran churches and congregations but also in the Roman Catho- 
lic Church. 

The contributions here assembled are naturally expressions of 
the personal convictions and knowledge of the individual authors. 
The discerning reader may note certain differences in the authors' 
points of view. Nevertheless, behind all the contributions there is 
a fundamental theological and spiritual attitude which is shared by 
all the collaborators on the book. This book was not written in 
order to magnify the difference between the confessions, but rather 
to contribute to mutual understanding. More and more there is a 
growing conviction on both sides that this will be possible only if 
we try to get a clear comprehension of the difficulties and openly 
express our viewpoints in a spirit of brotherliness. This way is not 
an easy one, but it is the only way if we honestly desire to end our 
isolation and enter into a real dialogue with each other. 

KRISTEN E. SKYDSGAARD 
Copenhagen, July, 1961 
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HERMANN DIETZFELBINGER 



Chapter I 

The Ecumenical Responsibility 
of the Reformation Churches 



The whole Christian church on earth, 3 * of which Luther speaks in 
his explanation to the Third Article of the Apostles* Creed, is very 
naturally the context in which the Reformer moves in his thinking 
and preaching. The belief in the Spirit of God who "calls, gathers, 
enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian Church on earth, and 
preserves it in union with Jesus Christ in the one true faith, 9 * has 
an ecumenical horizon. In this respect the Reformation is very 
modern as modern, by the way, as the New Testament, which 
always has the entire world of God in view, and also as modern as 
the whole of Christendom is today compelled to be in its thinking 
and believing. In these days politicians, military strategists, and 
business men realize that one must do business and make plans on 
a world-wide basis. To no less a degree because indeed it has a 
Lord who has said, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to me. Go therefore . . ." (Matt. 28: 18f) Christianity dare 
not lose its global perspective. 

For us, as Lutherans, the Reformation does not take its position 
alongside of, but rather within Christendom. It is ultimately because 
of this understanding that evangelical Lutheran Christianity in its 
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theology and church affairs does not shun the many-sided confron- 
tation with the Roman Catholic Church in which it both raises 
questions and allows itself to be questioned. Precisely for that 
reason we do not take a detached view of the projected council of 
the Roman Catholic Church, but rather feel obligated to make a 
witness in accord with the Reformation to that which is happening, 
without, however, being thereby caught up in an alien sphere of 
influence. 

The ecumenical significance and responsibility of the Reforma- 
tion has too often been ignored and too long forgotten. The protest 
of the conscience bound to God's Word not infrequently evaporated 
into an individualistic, anti-Catholic defensive mentality, and in the 
historical narrowness of the era of the Landeskirchen it lost the 
originally wide perspective which encompassed the world. In the 
generation of the ecumenical movement we ourselves must there- 
fore reflect anew on the ecumenical responsibility of the Reforma- 
tion. Our first task is to consider the Reformation's charge to direct 
a witness to the whole world. Beyond this, we must become more 
conscious that this mission, if it is to be a true witness to Christ, 
must be made in the form of service or diakonia. Finally, the ecu- 
menical horizon may become still clearer to us by our considering 
our mission as an aspect of leitwrgia, or worship, i.e., in prayerful 
conversation with God. 



It is most clear to the followers of Luther that the ecumenical 
responsibility of the Reformation is first of all the responsibility of 
a truly evangelical witness. What happened in the Reformation was 
that one single man was gripped by the question concerning the 
salvation of his soul in the presence of God. The answer which he 
found in Holy Scripture was the message of the justification of the 
sinner by grace alone through faith in Jesus Christ. The answer of 
this single man is, however, at the same time the ecumenical answer, 
the answer for the whole of Christendom, indeed for all men in the 
world. In this respect Luther proclaimed, as a matter of course, 
that the Gospel had been relit again for everybody, "Dear Chris- 
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tians, one and all rejoice. . . ." What had been found was not just a 
theological discovery which belonged in a corner. Is it not true that 
on each page of the New as well as the Old Testament one con- 
fronts precisely that God who, by grace alone, in his great faith- 
fulness saves flie godless and the distant ones for the sake of Jesus 
Christ? In his contemplation, struggle, and preaching, Luther, as 
it were, witnessed this justifying activity of God. And what he has 
learned by seeing and hearing the hands, words, and of course the 
heart of God all this he attempted to incorporate into his message 
of justification. Because it is nothing else but the central word of 
Jesus Christ who "was put to death for our trespasses and raised 
for our justification'* (Rom. 4:25), it follows that it has universal 
comprehensiveness, and therefore he coined the phrase "hominem 
justificari fde 9 ** as the most significant description of man, which 
means that whoever would understand what man is must see him 
in the light of justification. 

It is unthinkable to have a stronger motivation for all the tasks 
in the world than the message of justification. What drove the 
Apostle Paul from city to city and country to country was the cer- 
tainty that "the Gospel ... is the power of God for salvation to 
every one who has faith" (Rom. 1:16). The former Norwegian 
mission director and now Bishop of Stavanger, F. Birkeli, has 
expressed how compellingly relevant this message can be in our 
day: "The sola fde and the sola gratia must be proclaimed anew to 
the men of Asia and Africa in modern terminology. When one 
speaks of the message of the Reformation in the new world of Asia 
and Africa, then one sees plainly that justification through faith and 
not through works has a variety of important connotations for the 
millions in Asia when this word is taken to heart. In addition, the 
redemption on the cross, not the countless human work sacrifices, 
has an even greater impact for the Africans when this truth brings 
them to freedom.** 2 

It is, therefore, not a new church which is founded with this 
central message, but rather, "the old church here brought to light" 
(Luther). Also, therefore, from a historical point of view, the Ref- 
ormation thinks ecumenically. It does not renounce the history of 
the church from the first Pentecost until the year 1517. Rather, it 
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shares in the church's blessings and burdens, and rejoices wherever 
in its history the Gospel of Jesus Christ is expressed in word or 
deed. We do not in any way deny that even in Christendom before 
the Reformation, the justifying proclamation was again and again 
breaking forth into life. On the contrary, we thank the Spirit of 
God that he never has deserted his church. The distinction between 
a true and a false church which came into prominence because of 
the Reformation cannot be made as though the two churches exist 
side by side. On the contrary, it belongs to the mission and the 
power of the Gospel to bring about this distinction within Christen- 
dom itself in each new situation. As a living room must be tidied 
up when its furniture has been taken from its place, so the Refor- 
mation had to reorganize the confused perspective on salvation 
and the church, bring the mediation of Jesus Christ again into the 
center, and allow the Word of God to have its course as the source 
of revelation. The Reformation at the same time brought the proper 
standards back into the life of the church, namely, sola scriptura, 
sola gratia, solus Ckristus. It is, after all, the norm of "seek first his 
kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things shall be yours 
as well" (Matt. 6:33). It appears to me that this ecumenical respon- 
sibility of the Reformation must be taken as seriously today as in the 
other times especially in confrontation with the Roman Catholic 
Church. Already at the time of the Reformation the Roman Catholic 
Church was renewed by Luther himself, even though it excommuni- 
cated him, and we do not err today if we thank God for the living, 
ever continuing work of his Reformation. I am referring here to the 
many movements which can be observed even today in German 
and middle-European Catholicism which would approach the 
evangelical faith and life, such as the singing of evangelical cho- 
rales in Catholic churches, or the increase of Bible reading. 



II 

In addition we certainly have to learn anew that this ecumenical 
responsibility of a true witness will be taken seriously, not in the 
form of a false pretense, but in the form of diakonia. When Paul 
wished to describe the essence of the mission given him to proclaim 
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the justifying Gospel to the whole world, he used this profound 
term, diakonia. "All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled 
us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation . . . but as 
servants of God we commend ourselves in every way" (II Cor. 
5:186:10). It cannot be otherwise, i.e., the witness of the Gospel 
must go forth in the garb of Christian service (diakonia): "through 
great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, im- 
prisonments, tumults, labors, watching, hunger." It is, nevertheless, 
Jesus Christ himself who, being preached by them, is "among you as 
one who serves" (Luke 22:27). After all, the Son of Man has him- 
self "come, not to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a 
ransom for many" (Mark 10:45). Until the end of the world, the 
servant (diakon) Jesus has a concern for the world and his congre- 
gations and seek men who, with him, will continue to have this 
same concern (Luke 22:26). In addition, everything which he does 
in and through his church for the salvation of the world is also 
diakonia. Baptism, through which he brings men into his fellow- 
ship through the forgiveness of sins, is to be so understood; diakonia 
is the Holy Communion, in which he gives himself into our mouth 
and inner being; diakonia is the Holy Scriptures in which he con- 
fronts us not according to his power but because of our weakness, 
not according to his omniscience but because of our folly, not 
according to his glory but for our salvation. Can his congregation 
make its ecumenical witness in any other way than that of the 
diakonia of Christ-service? In tKe competition between the con- 
fessions the decisive factor will not be the question of power, 
influence, or self-assertion, but rather that of the diakonia of the 
Word of God. 

In the present world situation the religions of man have been 
pushed very dose together. It also appears that a new phase 
is developing in the confrontation of the Christian faith with the 
world religions, both theistic and atheistic. In New Delhi, 1961, and 
elsewhere, this confrontation will find its place as a new variation 
to the main theme, "Christianity and the world religions." How 
would that appear if the theme *Jesus Christ the Light of the 
World" were raised as a demand? It will not be a demand, rather 
it must be a service. Already in the theme this must be clarified. 
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We must no longer say, "Christianity and the world religions," but 
rather, "Jesus Christ and the world religions"; or better still, "Jesus 
Christ and the people of other religions." It is therefore most im- 
portant that we do not speak ourselves but rather listen to the words 
of Jesus Christ, "I am the light of the world." It is even more im- 
perative that our western Christianity is not raised to the level of an 
absolute demand, as has already been done a thousand times. 
Rather, Jesus Christ himself should say, T am the light of the 
world," and should do so both with humility and nearness (see John 
4), and also with majesty and Savior-like authority. When this hap- 
pens, then the understanding breaks through, that wherever he 
comes to a man, no matter in what part of the world the man is, 
there Jesus Christ comes in his own uniqueness regardless of whether 
this man is white, black, or brown. 

The evangelical witness cannot occur in any other way than by 
Christians mutually witnessing to the truth. We must confess tibat in 
such a joint witness to the Gospel the attitude of service can often 
be pushed to the background and be replaced by a self-justifying 
pretentiousness, or self-assertive conf essionalism. This cannot mean 
that we should suppress or efface the truth. The point is that we 
must not witness to our truth, but to the truth of Jesus Christ. 
"Among the main reasons for church heresies, schisms, and divi- 
sions is the lack of the inner power of mutual service, of mutual 
inter-dependent existence. The greatest sin of the people of God 
is that they have neglected to perceive the theological, vertical 
dimensions of diakonia in the ecclesiological, horizontal one." So 
said Nikos A. Nissiotis in his memorable lecture, "Diakonie der 
Kirchen untereinander," delivered in Nyborg, Denmark, in 1960. 
The churches of the Reformation will have to confess this neglect, 
too, in order to become free for their responsibility. They know 
full well that the people of God continue to live in the world 
solely because of the service and ministry of their Lord. We lose 
this life itself unless we pass it on in willing service. This undoubt- 
edly is the meaning of the plea which W. Elert once made to the 
various Lutheran churches, namely, to return to their own ecu- 
menical origins and in this way to make the work of the Reforma- 
tion profitable for the whole of Christendom, for we "also deprive 
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Christianity as a whole of the message which the Lord of the 
church has specifically commissioned us to deliver to all men." 3 

Today we can, very gladly, refer to the new and better climate 
which is making itself felt in the discussions between the confes- 
sions. We are thankful for the decrease of intolerant polemics, of 
charge and countercharge. Any true reduction of prejudice can 
also be classed as diakonia. However, it is much more than a better 
climate. Didkonia keeps both truth and love in view. Many times 
it will have to cause pain though maintaining love. It will also 
have to cut sharply and still do so with the intention of helping. 
It must concern itself with the best possible organizational efficiency 
and still have the individual in view. It realistically sees the human 
frailties of men, but cannot simply ignore them, because Jesus does 
not do this. It suffers for them, and is concerned for them in the 
hope that Jesus Christ himself has for us. Diakonia cannot over- 
look the others, as if they were not in existence. It therefore goes 
out in such a way that others are helped, helped with the truth. It 
must see all men as created by God even when their skin has 
another color or they wear different clothes. 

How can the message of the Reformation be so witnessed that 
it is at once diakonia and also recognized as diakonia? The trumpet 
call of the Reformation should not become uncertain. The freedom 
which broke forth in the Reformation concerning the concept of 
the church, the enthusiasm for the Word of God, the joyful tension 
of faith in the Sacrament of the Altar, must be clearly witnessed to. 
However, this must most certainly be done after the manner of 
diakonia. 

It will often not be able to bypass or resolve the conflict between 
truth and love, but diakonia does cleanse itself from egotism, bellig- 
erence, and dogmatism (Eph. 4:1, 2). It bears with the divisions, 
and allows the different varieties of discipleship to find expression 
as the Lord himself bore the variety of the apostles and their strife. 
The ecumenical responsibility of the Reformation can be taken 
seriously, not in ambiguity or softness, but rather in cheerful sin- 
cerity which is at the same time tempered by sorrow and repent- 
ance. There are many indications that today God is carrying his 
Reformation far beyond the confines of the evangelical Lutheran 
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church, even into many sections of the Roman Catholic Church. 
However, he is not acknowledging us, but rather his reformation. 
He can even acknowledge this reformation in such a way that we 
thereby are made small. He does not carry on his work for the 
purpose of glorifying the church to which we belong; on the con- 
trary it often develops to our embarrassment. It is not our triumph 
that is at stake but God's; "thanks be to God, who in Christ always 
leads us in triumph" (2 Cor. 2:14). Diakonia can in this way affirm 
the contemporary course of the Reformation, even when it develops 
in ways other than what we would wish. "Only that in every way 
. . . Christ is proclaimed; and in that I rejoice" (Phil. 1:18). 

m 

This approach (stressing service in the witness to the truth of 
the Gospel) can be truly affirmed only when a congregation at the 
same time acknowledges its ecumenical responsibility in worship, 
that is, as it stands in the presence of God. There is no better, 
appropriate, true, or promising way to meet a man than to pray with 
him and for him. There is no better or responsible witness in or for 
the church of Christ than that made when one speaks to God in 
the church and for it. Here we know of its unity in spite of all 
the appearances to the contrary. Here we learn to entrust God 
with everything and see our own work and activity in the proper 
perspective. Martin Luther was certain of the one church of Jesus 
Christ, but the struggle between the true church and the false 
church within Christendom troubled him sorely. There are many 
indications that he himself was often embittered by it. Beyond 
that he, more than anyone else, has been charged with the guilt 
for the division of Christendom. Also, when one reflects on the 
sharpness of his polemics, one is sooner or later tempted to ques- 
tion whether he had all too often allowed the concept of didkonia 
to fall into the background of the Reformation's witness of the 
Gospel. However, in addition to this we must insist that through 
his belief in the Holy Spirit he never lost sight of the one church, 
even if he acknowledged that we must in bitter conflict for it 
"await the righteous judge" (WA 51, 524, 20). And we also remem- 
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her in this respect that he also witnessed to the unity of all Chris- 
tendom in his prayers: 

"O eternal and merciful God, you are a God of peace, love, and 
unity, not of division and variety. We acknowledge that this world has 
forsaken you, who alone can create and sustain unity and has fallen from 
you out of love for its own truth. We also acknowledge that with your 
righteous judgment you have allowed this world (especially those parts 
entrusted with the preservation of your divine truth and holiness) to be 
divided and split that, on account of their supposed wisdom, they may 
be biought to nothing and return to you, O lover of unity. O Father, 
you desire through the Holy Spirit to bring the scattered together, and 
to unite and make whole the divided. We poor sinners, whom you have 
most graciously acknowledged, implore and beseech you to so guide us 
that we return to your unity, seek your one eternal truth, avoid all dis- 
sention, become one in understanding, will, knowledge, soul, and mind, 
which ought to be turned towards Jesus Christ We pray for this so that, 
in a calm unity, we will with one voice praise and glorify you, O heavenly 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ." (WA 10, II, 47^ 



Ecumenical responsibility implies at all times and before all 
things a responsibility in prayer. It is precisely in prayer that the 
one church comes to the fore with its concerns and with its hidden 
glory. Its very lif e is to be in prayer. The oft cited prayer of Jesus, 
"that they may all be one" (John 17:21), is not only (as often 
interpreted) an expression of yeaming but rather (if we reflect on 
the fact that Jesus himself is praying for his own) a point of certi- 
tude in the middle of travail over the one church. The Lord's 
Prayer, which is universally prayed in Christendom, is, as it were, 
a living surety of the hidden unity of Christendom. Whenever it is 
recited in the ecumenical movement it will do two things. On the 
one hand, it will remind us of our painful divisions, which even 
make it difficult to understand each other's way of speaking. On 
the other hand, it is still the prayer which "encompasses the world,* 
and holds Christendom together. Whoever has recited the prayer 
petition by petition with the whole of Christendom in mind wfll 
also have caught wonderful insights and received new impetus for 
ecumenical responsibility. As we pray, "Our Father," we place our 
trust in the fact that, in spite of all its divisions, Christianity is one. 
As we pray, *Vho art in heaven," we lay on him the concern for 
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the one church and are put to the test to take these concerns into 
human administration. 

Especially when it is made for the gathering of his congregation 
from the ends and comers of the world, this prayer must be the 
source of our activity, just as it is for all affairs throughout the 
church. Here God's honor is likewise at stake. Of course, he cannot 
allow to remain unfinished the work most dear to his heart, his 
"most cherished thoughts of love in which he allows his love of 
men and the love of his Son to manifest itself with a veiled face" 
(W. Lohe). Whoever prays to this God receives in this activity a 
new perspective on human affairs. On the other hand, prayer is 
simply service in the certainty that Jesus, the diakonos, carries on 
his decisive ministry. Prayer is also the hope of the glory of his 
church (Col. 1:27). Therefore, the certainty which waits for things 
to happen through the working of God ought not to fail in spite 
of the struggles and disappointments connected with the establish- 
ment of the one church. Whoever would observe the contemporary 
movements in Christendom, will most properly first direct his gaze 
to the Lord, for while the human factor can be seen in all of these 
movements, the activity of the Spirit of God has also been made 
manifest in them. One can therefore pray: 

Behold, as the eyes of servants 

look to the hand of their master, 
as the eyes of a maid 

to the hand of her mistress, 
so our eyes look to the Lord our God, 

f#Z he have mercy upon us (Psalm 123:2). 

Because the division of Christendom frequently came about through 
the fault of men, it is not probable that the unity of Christianity 
will be carried very far forward through the ability and the wis- 
dom of men. Because of this it is -imperative for us to be even more 
diligent in paying attention to God and his Word during those 
times when human longing and plans for one visible church are on 
the increase. So we should pray, *That thy way may be known upon 
all the earth, thy saving power among all the nations'* (Ps. 67:2). 
At many times in the past, the church of the Reformation was in 
an outspoken way a praying church. Today this aspect of its power 
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seems to be falling into the background. In general our churches 
are now going through a crisis in regard to the practice of piety. 
Also the prayer for one church is prayed more frequently and with 
more zeal in circles other than our own. Therefore the ecumenical 
responsibility of tie Reformation drives us to pray anew with 
greater earnestness that God himself will bring the scattered to- 
gether through the attestation of his truth. La addition, the prayer 
for the gathering together of Christendom ought to be certain, as 
all prayers in his name, that he is waiting for it and hears it, for 

He who scattered Israel wiU gather him, 

and wUl keep him as a shepherd keeps his flock (Jer. 31:10). 



Notes 
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3. Cited by Einst Kinder, "Evangelische Katholizitat," Kerygma und Dogma, 
1960, p 81, note 54 



ERNST KINDER 



Chapter II 

Will the Council 
Be Ecumenical? 



The Church Council announced by Pope John XXIII for the 
first time in January, 1959, is to be an "ecumenical council." So we 
read in die papal encyclical "Ad Petri Cathedram" of June 29, 1959, 
in connection with the quotation of John 10:16, "So there shall be 
one flock, one shepherd": "And indeed, this fondly cherished hope 
has now led us and strongly impelled us to publish that intention 
of ours of summoning an ecumenical council for which the bishops 
from all over the world will assemble to deal with the important 
issues of religion." 1 

The term "ecumenical" in connection with a council, according 
to official Roman Catholic usage, is firmly established and is to be 
understood in a particular sense which has developed in the course 
of history 2 and is strictly defined in canonical law of the Roman 
Catholic Church. 3 "Ecumenical" is to be understood in distinction 
from regional and denotes a church assembly, representing and 
concerning the entire Roman Catholic Church and not only parts 
of it. Eichmann-Moersdoif defines it as "an assembly of the bishops 
of the entire Catholic world and of other prelates summoned and 
presided over by the pope" (p. 359). This "ecumenical council," 
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according to Canon 228, 1, "exercises the highest governing pow< 
over the entire church/* Here the entire Roman Catholic Churc 
is, therefore, validly and authoritatively represented that is, by il 
bishops and prelates. 4 Only these have the right to vote at a 
"ecumenical council" (Canon 223, 1). The decisions of this counc 
are binding for the entire Roman Catholic Church. Whether a 
this council bishops not belonging to the Roman Catholic Churd: 
say those of the Orthodox Church, who, as is known, according t 
Roman Catholic views are legitimate bishops, can participate ii 
the decisions this is an open question. Decisive for an "ecumenica 
council" is, in every case, its absolute obligation to the pope. Th< 
ecumenical council is possible only in connection with the pope,' 
says Eichmann-Moersdorf (p. 359). He alone can convene it anc 
without his summons it is not an "ecumenical council/* "There can 
be no ecumenical council that has not been summoned by the 
pope" (Canon 222, I). 5 Moreover, the pope alone is entitled to 
preside at an "ecumenical council" either in person or through a 
substitute, as also to determine the subjects to be considered at 
the council, to lay down the rules governing the transactions, to 
remove it to another location, to adjourn it, or to dissolve it" 
(Canon 222, 2). 6 Furthermore, "the resolutions of a council receive 
their binding force only after they have been ratified by the pope 
and have been published by his authorization" (Canon 227). T 
Finally, Canon 228, 2 stipulates that against an assertion of the 
pope there can be no appeal to an "ecumenical council." A penalty 
for this is expressly laid down in Canon 233, 2. The moot question 
whether the "ecumenical council," according to Roman Catholic 
interpretation, is to be ranked under or beside the pope is not to 
be discussed here. Eichmann-Moersdorf speaks of a ranking that is 
in principle "beside" the pope. 8 But according to the stipulations 
of the Codex Juris Canonic! it is actually viewed as being under 
the pope. 9 In every case this is what matters, that an "ecumeoical 
council" is absolutely obligated to the pope and dependent on him. 
But by this circumstance this "ecumenical council" is limited to 
the church that is subject to the pope. This absolute obligation to 
the pope makes an "ecumenical council" in the sense of the Codex 
Juris Canonici, viewed legally, a matter exclusively of the Roman 
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Catholic Church, representing this church alone and valid for it 
alone. Although the council of the Roman Catholic Church now 
approaching, in an indirect way and by virtue of its "radiations," 
will certainly in some way hear some significance beyond the 
bounds of the Roman church and for Christendom as a whole, it 
must be clearly seen that directly and immediately it is valid for 
this church alone. This was unmistakably and distinctly expressed 
in correction of some misunderstandings and false hopes enter- 
tained shortly after the publication of the summons of this council 
by Archbishop Dr. Lorenz Jaeger in his article entitled: "The 
Ecumenical Council. The Church and Christendom. Heritage and 
Charge," p. 7, where we read: "The coming council will not be a 
union council like the one held at Ferrara-Florence, which in the 
year 1437 brought about a reunion of the oriental Greek church 
with Rome. It will, accordingly, not be a church assembly which 
would deal with authorized representatives of the non-Catholic 
Christian groups concerning an eventual union with the Roman 
Catholic Church. Even though Pope John XXIII brings his plan 
of the council into connection with the great matter of the sepa- 
rated brethren, the fact remains that the coming council is a matter 
concerning the Catholic Church, and that it will deal with this 
church's interests." 

Strictly speaking, one should not speak of an ecumenical council 
but of a general council of the Roman Catholic Church. Some of 
the iTifgiTnflfir-sf3T>d-nflgs concerning this "ecumenical council" which 
arose shortly after it was first announced as well as some of the 
hopes and expectations of the same that were in part pitched too 
high, were probably based on the fact that the word "ecumenical" 
had in the meantime that is, in the period after the last "ecu- 
menical council" of the Roman Catholic Church, the Vatican 
Council of 1869-1870 been revived in its original sense namely, 
in the sense of "universal," 10 applying to the entire inhabited earh 
and to Christianity and the church: "concerning Christendom as a 
whole and representing the same, aiming at one church of Jesus 
Christ, and seeking to present this one church anew in the common 
struggle of the different confessional churches." In this sense the 
term "ecumenical" is generally used today, as this may be expressed 



Will the Council Be Ecumenical? 15 

by the designation "ecumenical movement," the movement in 
which different confessional churches axe participating in order 
to wrestle jointly for the proper presentation of the essential unity 
of the church of Jesus Christ now hidden under the existing 
schisms. Many Roman Catholic Christians also use the term "ecu- 
menical" to designate interconfessional discussions extending far 
beyond the realm of the Roman Catholic Church, debates and 
efforts in behalf of the church's unity. Thus we can understand 
how some to whom this concept in its traditionally official force 
was not familiar, when the pope announced a new "ecumenical 
council," instinctively and with sentiment put something of the 
meaning of "ecumenical" current in our day into it. 

Moreover, this council, as we have seen, from tie time of its 
first announcement by the pope, is brought into relation with the 
matter of the reunion of divided Christendom. This, however, 
touches a matter which in our day *is in the air" everywhere in 
Christendom. All Christendom on earth is today possessed with 
the urgent longing for a greater manifestation of the unity of the 
church of Christ. This is the deeper reason for the general spread- 
ing abroad of the term "ecumenical" in the dynamic sense sug- 
gested. In view of this urgent longing prevailing everywhere and 
with which the announcement of a coming "ecumenical council" 
was heard, we can understand how this announcement called 
forth such a strong movement also outside the Roman Catholic 
Church, and how the hope of the council could be too directly in 
line with that idea of ecumenicity with which it is uttered by every 
one and with which it lives in the hearts of all today. The coming 
council will doubtless also have some meaning for the efforts of 
all Christendom in behalf of the church's unity, though it be 
only in the indirect sense of a loosening up, of a manifestation 
of some new aspects, also in the sense of some new impulses, as 
also of some changes and improvements of the general "climate," 
etc. Since it is so, in whatever sense it may be understood, that this 
council is connected "with the great matter of the reunion of the 
separated brethren" (Archbishop Jaeger, op. rit.), we continue to 
take great interest in it, follow its manifold preparations, and 
look forward to it with considerable expectation. Especially the 
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creation of a secretariat for the unity of Christendom on the part 
of the Vatican, which meanwhile has taken up its work vigorously 
under the direction of Cardinal Bea, shows how earnestly the 
leaders of the Roman Catholic Church arc concerned with that 
great matter in connection with the coming council. 

It is, however, not in a direct or immediate way that this 
council will meet the expectations, in part pitched too high, which 
some circles outside the Roman Catholic Church cherished of it 
at the beginning; and, considering its structure as determined in 
the Codex Juris Canonici, it will not be able to meet them all. 
We must soberly and realistically observe that the council cannot 
be anything at all but a general council of the Roman Catholic 
Church, which is simply directly concerned with this church. The 
subject of the reunion will not be and cannot be in the foreground 
of this council. In the foreground there will rather be the subject 
of the renewal of the Roman Catholic Church in various respects, 
though it be distinctly with a view to the questions and tasks of a 
reunion. This distinction (and at the same time this mutual bear- 
ing) of a direct immediate goal and an indirect distant goal of the 
work of the coming council is made vividly plain on the basis of 
the aforementioned encyclical, "Ad Petri Cathedram," by Hans 
Kueng in his impressive book Konzil und Wiedervereinigung. Er- 
neuerung als Ruf in the Einheit (The Council and Reunion. Re- 
newal as a Call to Unity), Vienna, Freiburg, Basel, 1960. 

Ecumenical in the true sense the "ecumenical council' 9 announced 
by Pope John XXIII will therefore not be and cannot be because 
it is strictly bound to a very particular confessional church and 
on principle restricted to the samenamely, to that churchdom 
which is characterized and restricted by the unconditional primacy 
of the pope. Here we have a clash of two different conceptions of 
the term ^ecumenical" namely, a universal and a particular con- 
ception; one referring to all Christendom on earth and the other 
to the entire "Catholic globe" directed from Rome (Eichmann- 
Moersdorf, op. c#.). In this connection one must, of course, know 
that according to Roman Catholic Church consciousness the ecu- 
menical in the sense of universal-Christian is positively embraced 
by the ecumenical in the sense of the Codex Juris Canonici and that 
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this according to the Codex is exactly not to be understood in a 
particularistic sense, with confessional churches involved namely, 
in so far as the Roman Catholic Church under the leadership of 
the pope advances the claim to be the only legitimate historical 
expression of the church of Jesus Christ and consequently is gov- 
erned by the consciousness of validly representing the entire ortiho- 
dox Christendom on earth. La view of this ecclesiastical self-conceit 
it is conceivable that a council that is so constituted as we have 
come to know it according to the Codex Juris Canonic! is indeed 
considered to be an "ecumenical" council even in the fundamental 
sense of the word. 

But if one does not share this ecclesiastical self-conceit but 
is rather compelled to consider it as being opposed to the true 
nature of the church of Jesus Christ because of its absolute claims, 
then one also cannot consider a council in the sense of the Codex 
Juris Canonici to be a council that is "ecumenical" in the true 
sense of the word. Though such a council should eventually have 
some significance that would be ecumenical in character that is, 
in some way concern all Christendom, it still could not be ecu- 
menically valid that is, valid also for those parts of Christendom 
who on principle reject the Roman Catholic ecclesiastical self- 
conceit. 

n 

What would a real ecumenical council then be in distinction 
from that which we have just considered? Fundamentally viewed, 
the answer to this question is simply this: A real ecumenical coun- 
cil, as the name indicates, would actually and seriously have to 
include the entire orthodox Christendom on earth, so that this 
Christendom would be constituting it through authorized repre- 
sentatives and would be trying to speak with one consent in the 
name of the one church of Jesus Christ. Practically in view of 
the actual situation of Christendom in our day that would mean 
that a genuine ecumenical council, if it is to be truly ecumenical, 
would have to be composed of delegates from confessional churches 
that are still divided, and that it could not be the general coun- 
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cil of one definite confessional church which advances the ab- 
solute claim that its way of historically representing the church of 
Jesus Christ is the only true "ecumenical*' way. (Such an absolute 
claim can be advanced directly and officially as it is advanced by 
the Roman Catholic Church; but it can also be done indirectly 
and implied namely, in case one considers the specific principles 
of one's own confession, as a matter of course, to be alone truly 
ecumenical and imposes them as the ideal standard of ecumenicity. 
Thus many "ecumenical" programs also outside the Roman Catholic 
Church essentially amount to this: "Let all become like me, then 
we shall be one!") But it is true, nevertheless, that none of the 
various confessional churches that have arisen in the course of 
the church's history can imagine itself as fully, "one hundred per 
cent," congruent with the one church of Jesus Christ and conse- 
quently can consider the others as altogether pseudo churches or 
false churches; that rather each one must recognize in other 
churches at least elements of true Christianity and elements of the 
church of Jesus Christ and must, therefore, grant that Christendom 
and the church of Christ, on principle, extends beyond the realm 
of its own historical churchdom. 11 In order to give expression to 
this actual situation of Christendom in our day a Christian coun- 
cil today, if it is to be truly ecumenical, would have to break 
through the bounds of a particular confessional church and in- 
clude confessional churches that are separated from one another. 
But if one should now want to take hold of this matter in a 
concrete way one would encounter an array of problems plainly 
showing what a risky undertaking a truly ecumenical council 
rightly bearing this name must prove to be in the present situation 
of Christendom. Heading all these problems would be the funda- 
mental question concerning the proper ecumenical criterion: Who 
and what is included in all that belongs to true "orthodox" Chris- 
tendom? For it would evidently not be possible and also not prac- 
ticable to include, without any boundary or norm, every one who 
might call himself "Christian"! A council that is really ecumenical 
cannot, and of course should not, be a veritable conglomeration 
and platform for the most varied conceptions of Christianity im- 
aginable, which could never be reduced to a common denomina- 
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tor but which would be assembled with fully equal rights and 
privileges. For the concept "ecumenical*' doubtless bears a con- 
notation in which the proper norm figures: we are engaged not 
only, in a qualitative sense, with the entire true Christendom. 
But what do we mean by "true"? According to what standard 
is that to be settled, inasmuch as we have such standards, for one 
thing, bound up only in definite confessions and not "over" them 
whereas a council which is truly ecumenical is to transcend the 
different confessions? In view of a truly ecumenical council we 
are, therefore, concerned with the truly common Christian obliga- 
tion, which follows from the very fundamental nature of Chris- 
tianity and by which we should have to determine who and what 
rightly bears the name "Christian'* and who and what ultimately 
does not, and what, therefore, belongs to the utterly inalienable 
"esse" (nature) of Christianity and to the non-negotiable "notae 
verae ecclesiae" (marks of the true church). But this very matter 
is understood, in part, quite differently by the different Christian 
confessions, and there is no "neutral" supraconfessional "court of 
arbitration" for this matter. Generally recognized criteria for that 
which is truly "ecumenical" in the qualitative sense, the absolute 
"ecumenical obligation," are not objectively at hand although be- 
ginnings in that direction have been made, perhaps on the basis 
of past experiences and undertakings in the area of the ecumenical 
movement. Therefore the participants in an ecumenical council 
would, to begin with, have to wrestle with one another concerning 
generally recognized principles, criteria, and standards of unity, 
which the very nature of the church absolutely demands. Gaining 
these things would precisely constitute the most important task of 
a genuine ecumenical council and could not be presupposed as 
characterizing such a council! 

Such being the case, mark you, we should not be concerned 
with producing a complete "ecumenical dogmatics of norms" or 
with the blue print giving all the details for a united world church! 
In some respects differences might positively remain without 
prejudice to the essential unity of the church of Jesus Christ. Not 
all the differences between the confessional churches are truly 
of such a nature as to cause divisions and necessitate breaking 
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off church fellowship, a whole array of them are simply an expres- 
sion of the manifold nature of the church and could by all means 
exist side by side. 

But not all differences can be explained by the theory of the 
church's diversity. There are also differences in points which are 
central and decisive between the confessional churches which 
mutually exclude one another and which simply cannot exist side 
by side, especially where absolute claims are advanced in con- 
nection with the points concerned. In such cases church fellow- 
ship is simply impossible. Such points would have to be honestly 
and earnestly examined and dealt with in common by the partici- 
pants in an ecumenical council. The goal striven and hoped for 
would not be this, that all the confessional churches would become 
alike in all respects and that a united world church would come 
into being. It would be a bleak and terrible vision of the future 
if the opinion were to prevail that the essential unity of the church 
of Jesus Christ must needs express itself in a unified church struc- 
ture extending 'round the world. It is far better if those differences 
between the confessional churches which are an expression of lively 
diversity would continue to remain. Yet those differences of an 
exclusive nature should be clarified by joint striving for the com- 
mon recognition of the "notae verae ecdesiae" which the very 
nature of the church establishes and requires in order that church 
fellowship between churchdoms (the fact of their being different 
gladly granted) may become possible. Such church fellowship 
seems to us to be the proper manner in which the essential unity 
of the church of Christ wants to come to be historically exhibited. 
To bring this about in deed and in truth should be the aim of an 
ecumenical council. 

Apart from these fundamental problems, serious difficulties pre- 
sent themselves with the question concerning a real ecumenical 
council when the historical situation is taken into consideration. 
For one thing, there are no precedents or historical examples with 
which one could begin and which one could use as "models." 
Especially after the great schisms in the western half of the 
church since the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a council 
that is really ecumenical, from the point of view of church history, 
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would be something absolutely new; one would be operating on 
virgin soil in the realm of church history. 

In the material history of the church there were, and up to the 
present there are, no other "ecumenical councils" excepting those 
mentioned in the ancient church, which extend up to the eighth 
century and in addition at most the union councils of the fifteenth 
century, with delegates from the oriental and the occidental 
churches in attendance, at which attempts were made to overcome 
the schism between the two. 12 The rest of the councils, designated 
"ecumenical" by the Roman Catholic Church, cannot, as we have 
said, be regarded as really ecumenical but must rather be con- 
sidered as the general councils of a particular church which has 
become principally "confessionalistic," which in an unwarranted 
manner claims absolute infallibility for its church principles, es- 
pecially the papacy but also the governing and teaching office of 
the bishops. 13 In distinction from this the seven "ecumenical coun- 
cils* of the ancient church, jointly accepted by the oriental and the 
occidental churches, can be accepted, in a certain sense, as really 
ecumenical, since they were indeed councils of a church which, 
as a whole, was still undivided. To be sure, this is true only in a 
certain sense, inasmuch as the compactness of the church of those 
centuries (and therefore also the councils representing it in its 
entirety) had been upheld to a considerable degree only by the 
strong arm of the state, with the result that the considerable 
schismatic bodies then already in existence had either been forcibly 
suppressed or dropped from view as nonexistent. A similar situation 
prevails in view of the union councils of the fifteenth century, 
whose resolutions, as we know, came about substantially under 
political pressure and the one-sided dictation of the Roman Catho- 
lic Church, so that afterward the oriental church never considered 
them to be ecumenically binding. For a genuine ecumenical coun- 
cil, fundamental freedom from political influence and freedom of 
self-determination on the part of the churches would be an abso- 
lutely necessary presupposition. 

Absolutely free from the participation of *nontheological factors'" 
a church council will probably never be. The thing that matters, 
however, is whether "in, with, and under" such factors, central 
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motives of the fundamental Christian issues, will after all prevail 
as matters of common Christian "obligation." In this respect- 
that is, in view of the substance of their doctrinal decisions we 
may indeed, as did the Reformation too, consider the resolutions of 
at least the first four of the "ecumenical councils 3 * of the ancient 
church as really ecumenical; for in their dhristological decisions 
fundamental aims of the revelation of salvation in Jesus Christ 
actually prevailed as being binding for all of Christendom. 14 Yet 
it is important to note what really makes them binding namely, 
not this that it was an ecumenical council which spoke but that the 
content of its resolutions is upheld by the original canonical testi- 
monies of Holy Scripture! This gives us a further important obser- 
vation regarding a genuine ecumenical council: It is not entitled 
a priori and purely formally to supreme authority in the church, 
nor can its resolutions without further appeal be regarded as 
being absolutely binding. Here Luther's assertion at the Leipzig 
Disputation in 1519 namely, that councils can err, is fundamentally 
valid but they must rather prove to be true in content and there- 
fore valid. A truly ecumenical council through which common 
Christian matter is to find expression cannot and dare not be com- 
pressed within itself and be sanctioned simply as an institution; 
it is rather itself still subject to the norm and the final judgment of 
Holy Scripture, the original canonical testimonies of God's revela- 
tion of salvation in Jesus Christ. 15 In reality it is always the case 
that one cannot tell until afterward that is, on the basis of its 
content and its resolutions whether a council has really been 
ecumenical! 

If, therefore, in the first four "ecumenical councils 9 * of the ancient 
church we have, in a certain sense, examples of what a really 
ecumenical council is, this will still not help us directly and suf- 
ficiently in view of this situation in which we find Christendom 
today that is, in view of those schisms which have come about 
in the western half of the church since the sixteenth century, above 
all as a result of the rejection of papal primacy but also for other 
reasons, especially the intrusion of spiritualism. It would be a fic- 
tion and flight into the past if one were to think as, for instance, 
George Calixt did, that the present ecumenical problems could 
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be mastered by simply going back of the schisms in the faith and 
in the church since the sixteenth (also since the eleventh) cen- 
tury to the common ground floor of the "consensus quinquesaecu- 
laris" (the doctrinal agreement of the first five centuries). 16 Thus 
we should be deceiving ourselves concerning the true nature of the 
schisms which came about in the meantime and that on the level 
and in view of this common possession and mistakenly consider 
them as bagatelles and of secondary nature. But such they are not; 
in part they concern matters of central importance! Thus when we, 
in view of these schisms, raise the question concerning a truly ecu- 
menical council we are actually setting foot on pioneer soil in the 
church's history, where all analogies that served us hitherto fail 
us. Thus it is, too, that in view of the present situation of Christen- 
dom we can only set up a "dogmatical reflection* concerning the 
question as to what a truly ecumenical council would fee that is, 
saying something fundamental concerning it. That is still not 
unimportant. Such a reflection might let us see that which matters 
as our "obligation** and show us what steps are necessary for the 
realization of our quest. 

There is, by the way, a phenomenon in the church's history 
which can serve as a point of contact for our deliberations re- 
garding a genuine ecumenical council; that is die ecumenical move- 
ment of our own day. For here the first breaching of the wall of 
separation was accomplished and the beginning was made to set 
foot on pioneer sofl in the church's history namely, that of as- 
sembling together and of mutual striving on the part of different 
confessions with a view to the essential unity of the church of Jesus 
Christ. Moreover, this ecumenical movement is not something that 
was planned in advance and started according to a definite pro- 
gram, but really a genuine, elemental movement, in which, one 
may say, the very essential, original unity of the church of Jesus 
Christ really maintains its rights anew as a spiritual reality by 
virtue of its own power. (Without belief in the pre-existence and 
the inherent right of the essential unity of the church of Jesus 
Christ as a reality a dogmatical reflection on what a really ecu- 
menical council would be in the face of the present situation of 
Christendom as well as such a council itself would indeed be a 
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TPlatonic" affair and like the fruitless efforts of squaring the 
circle!) To be sure, we shall not yet be able to designate the world 
conferences of churches which have hitherto resulted from the 
ecumenical movement as ecumenical councils, 17 as we shall see 
further on, and also the next conventions of the World Council 
of Churches probably cannot yet be considered as such. However, 
we can observe in the entire matter of setting up the aims of the 
ecumenical movement as also in the experiences and the operations 
of its history, now dating back fifty years, various important points 
of view, indications, and tendencies which we cannot ignore in our 
thinking as to what a truly ecumenical council would be today. 
We shall, therefore, at least make use of them in our dogmatical 
reflection. 



m 

In addition to the observations which we have made incidentally 
in the preceding chapter we shall now expressly set forth in five 
points what, in our conviction, would belong to a truly ecumenical 
council in view of the present situation of Christendom, 

(1) A truly ecumenical council of our day would have to exhibit 
the venture of church bodies of different confessions, which might 
in certain important points be mutually exclusive, coming together 
for the purpose of jointly and earnestly studying the true essence 
of the one church of Jesus Christ and what, in view of this essence, 
is of necessity required if the unity of the church is to become 
visibly manifest as it should. An assembly of the different confes- 
sional churches at which the central and decisive questions con- 
cerning theological truth would not be earnestly brought into 
play, at which the participants would rather be enthusiastically 
content just with the mere experience of fellowship, or would be 
striving only for "unity" pragmatically by church politics, and 
would be satisfied with practical cooperation, would not be a truly 
ecumenical council and would really not get anywhere. A genuine 
ecumenical council must strive for unity with regard to the central 
and inalienable truth of salvation. ( See point 4 on page 28. ) 
In the present state of Christendom this is a real venture, in 
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which one must forego a priori institutional security, perhaps after 
the manner of the Codex Juris Canonici, if the truth which Chris- 
tians have in common, which is binding on them and to be recog- 
nized by them, and which is generally to prevail is not to be 
prejudiced and curbed from the very beginning in the sense of a 
definite historical confession. Indeed, as matters stand today, there 
cannot be absolute security a priori with regard to dogmatics; for 
the criteria and the norms for that which in view of the true 
essence of the church is absolutely required for legitimate mani- 
festation of the church's unity, are not generally established but 
they must first be discovered by joint effort as being generally 
accepted. Thus, as we have said above, the generally recognized 
standards for that which is ecumenical in the qualitatively valid 
sense are not a required presupposition for an ecumenical council 
but rather just its task and aim! It is just through this that an 
attempt must be made to bring about the consensus of the different 
confessional churches with regard to that which is absolutely neces- 
sary "ad veram unitatem ecdesiae" (for the true unity of the 
church) from the point of view of its essence. Thus an ecumenical 
council would finally also have to be defined according to this 
matter of setting up its aims. 

We could by all means tie in with that which in the course of 
the work already done hitherto, say by the ecumenical movement 
for faith and order, the different confessional churches have already 
expressed concerning the essence of the church and the genuine 
visible manifestation of its unity. 18 

But it has now also become plain that the church bodies assem- 
bling at an ecumenical council, even though they are not able to 
appear with a perfect consensus, yet should at least fulfil certain 
prerequisites in order that they may participate in such 



a council and its earnest effort with some promise of success, and 
that the whole thing may not turn out to be a purely hypothetical 
and TPlatonic" affair. Such a prerequisite could be complete readi- 
ness and openness, one's own confession fully brought into play, 19 
to contend earnestly for agreement in central and decisive points 
concerning the truth of salvation with others who want to do 
likewise, the Holy Scriptures being the final arbiter. One might 
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suggest also the joint recognition of the resolutions of the first 
four "ecumenical councils'* of the ancient church that is, in the 
sense described above. Moreover, one could also point to the 
World Council of Churches namely, to its "Basis," which aims 
to set forth the requirements for a successful participation in the 
ecumenical effort, 20 as also the fourth part of the Toronto Declara- 
tion," in which the obligations assumed by the member churches of 
the World Council are set forth. All this is presented only by way 
of example in order to illustrate fundamental points and to sug- 
gest matter for concrete consideration. 

(2) In our deliberations concerning a really ecumenical council 
today we are concerned also with the question by whom the dif- 
ferent church bodies which fulfill the prerequisites indicated under 
(1) and affirm the aims indicated there are to be represented in 
order that an adequate representation may be guaranteed. The fact 
that according to the Codex Juris Canonici only bishops and prel- 
ates are entitled to represent Christendom and the church with 
full rights and therefore also only they have the right to vote 
on resolutions of the council, corresponds specifically with the 
Roman Catholic conception of the church and of the office of the 
ministry and again amounts to a priori narrowing in the sense of a 
particular confession and therefore preventing what is truly ecu- 
menical. This does not mean that the important truths which 
cannot be surrendered contained in Roman Catholic doctrine con- 
cerning the office of teaching and leadership in the church accord- 
ing to the New Testament are to be disputed as such in their 
relevancy for the formation of the church, but only in their absolute 
and exclusive claims which have been attached to them in the 
course of time. This must be considered as "confessionalistic" and 
cannot be viewed as an original and common Christian possession 
that would be genuinely ecumenical. Originally Christian and of 
common application is the proper mutual relation and coordination 
of the office and of the congregation in the structure of the church, 
and this must also find expression and become manifest at a 
genuine ecumenical council. This means that at such a council, 
in definite coordination with the representatives of the office in 
the church, also the responsible congregation, therefore also lay- 
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men, as representatives of the general priesthood of believers, 
must be represented with full rights in order that the church of 
Jesus Christ and not only a particular church confession may be 
adequately represented. A truly ecumenical council dare not be 
either a mere assembly of hierarchs or a democratic parliament 
of world Christendom (which would be equally out of line with 
the true nature of the church of Jesus Christ!). It must rather be a 
representation of the church suitable to its nature, and that means, 
concretely, a proper representation of the office and of the con- 
gregation in suitable mutual coordination. 

(3) Furthermore, a genuine ecumenical council would have to be 
a council that is really free as Luther emphasized and demanded 
again and again. And that freedom would have to go beyond the 
freedom from political sponsorship and influence mentioned above: 
It must not be prejudiced by anything like a definite confession 
as is the case with an "ecumenical council" according to the Codex 
Juris Canonic! by virtue of the absolute obligation to the pope. 
For this very reason such a council is of necessity no longer really 
ecumenical, but from the very beginning it is "conf essionistically" 
directed! A council that is really ecumenical, on the contrary, if 
at its sessions the central truth of salvation itself in its own right 
is to prevail as binding on Christendom in its entirety, must present 
the genuine venture of entire, obedient openness to this truth. It 
actually presents a great risk! But the risk must be taken; and 
the risk can be takennamely, with confidence in the inherent right 
of the "matter" concerned here and with obedience of willing sub- 
jection to it. It is just by reason of being absolutely bound by the 
revelation of salvation itself according to its original canonical 
testimonies in the Holy Scriptures that an ecumenical council can 
and must take the risk of being truly free. Naturally, if an ecu- 
menical council is to come into concrete being at all, there must 
be certain restrictions of a "technical" and organizational character. 
Some authorized group or other will have to set up the program 
and make the preparations for the council, some authorized person 
or group will have to convene it, someone must preside at it, etc. 
But all that must really be a matter of rendering service, and no 
claim of superiority dare lurk in it and seek to maintain itself. All 
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this must give place to the inherent right of the "matter" and 
Churches dare not want to take it in charge. 

Here again one might tie in with the experiences and rules 
issuing from the ecumenical movement, according to which the 
World Council of Churches itself plays the purely functional role 
of a servant and makes no claims of supremacy over the member 
churches whatsoever, in order that they, being bound by the 
truth of salvation itself alone, may jointly contend in freedom for 
genuine agreement with regard to this truth. 21 

The fundamental freedom which is necessary for a truly ecu- 
menical council must finally also involve the inmost freedom of 
the council from itself that is, that it does not compress itself 
within itself and consider itself as absolute, that it does not consider 
itself, on principle, as infallible but rather surrenders its resolutions 
to the final judgment of the Holy Scriptures, by which they must 
finally be approved (see above). This does not mean that they 
will be shaky or unstable being tried and found sound by Holy 
Scripture, the resolutions of an ecumenical council are to be really 
valid and binding! but they are not to be and cannot be ipso 
facto valid and binding because they were passed at an ecumenical 
council. 

(4) An ecumenical council, to put it succinctly, must present a 
free theological striving on the part of different confessional 
churches under the jointly recognized truth in Christ, as originally 
testified by the apostles, for genuine agreement with reference to 
its central points, which are decisive for the church, and for its 
joint responsible expression, with the aim of making possible true 
church fellowship in which the essential unity of the church of 
Jesus Christ becomes manifest in the course of history. If it is to be 
a really ecumenical council it must also set itself this aim; and 
in pursuit of this aim there must also be earnest theological striving 
and responsible conduct on the part of the churches. 

Because in the ecumenical movement this is not yet being done 
in sufficient measure and with sufficient earnestness and responsi- 
bility, because rather, on the side, too many tendencies of a dif- 
ferent nature are at work seeking to present the unity of the 
church while evading the questions concerning the central theo- 
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logical truth (which in their place are also certainly important), 
therefore the global church conferences of the ecumenical move- 
ment, considered by themselves, cannot yet be what an ecumenical 
council would be; they are only in part of value as patterns for 
this. (Also for this reason they cannot present fully what an 
ecumenical council would be, that the Roman Catholic Church 
does not participate in them, but without the participation of this 
church, which represents fully one half of Christendom today, a 
council could not be called a really ecumenical council either! A 
truly ecumenical council would have to be more than merely a 
pan-Protestant, pan-Orthodox, or pan-Anglican council! It would 
have to seek earnestly to win the Roman Catholic Church for 
participation, 22 and this church would have to do what it could!) 
Neither the ecumenical movement as it is today nor the Roman 
Catholic Church as it is today can alone present a truly ecu- 
menical council; they would have to come together, and each of 
them in its own way would have to become quite different in a 
number of respects if a truly ecumenical council were really to 
come about. 

(5) Finally, a remark on the question as to how the resolutions 
of an ecumenical council are to become effective. According to 
the Codex Juris Canonici definite provision has been made through 
which alone the resolutions of an "ecumenical council" can become 
valid for the church namely, the decision of the pope. But, taking 
everything into consideration, it is plain that neither this pro- 
vision nor any other institutional fixing of the supreme authority 
can be allowed if the ecumenical council is not after all to be con- 
fined again within the structures of a definite confessional church 
and thereby robbed again of its ecumenicity. If this ecumenicity 
is to be preserved, we must have confidence in the resolutions of 
an ecumenical council, in the sense of our present sketch, to the 
extent that they will maintain themselves in the church and for 
the church by virtue of the truth and the validity inherent in them. 
Naturally, responsible agencies will be necessary to exercise the 
office of the watchman in the church also with regard to the resolu- 
tions of an ecumenical council which have proven themselves to 
be valid and binding with regard to their content. Yet these 
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aacies can never be vested with authority in a purely formal and 
titutional way, but their authority will always prevail only by 
tue of the content of that for which they exercise responsibility. 

tn view of all that has been set forth here with reference to a 

il ecumenical council it has probably become clear to every 

ider that an ecumenical council, as matters now stand in Chris- 

idom, is not yet concretely possible today, and that it will 

;o probably not yet be possible "tomorrow." Yet in spite of this 

dogmatical reflection regarding this matter is not in vain and 

rely illusory. Above all, from title mere negation, it removes de- 

ise and criticism and allows the positive "obligation" and the 

nstructive necessity to appear; and, furthermore, it shows what 

atters and what must be done if a true ecumenical councfl is 

er to become possible. In view of the necessity of the "matter" 

enables one to see what concrete steps in the direction of such a 

uncil should be taken now; and it challenges us to take these 

3ps. Beginnings have indeed been made. But they must be taken 

Ivantage of much more and must be continued. The necessity 

indeed present. But it alone will not yet give birth to the pos- 

bility and the concrete realization. In the direction of a real 

nimenical council decisions should be made and resolutions passed 

Y the confessional churches; to this end something should really 

3 done. 
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4. The participants are exactly des- 
ignated in Canon 223: 1 and 2: Car- 
dinals, patriarchs, primates, archbish- 
ops, exempt abbots, and prelates, the 
provosts of certain orders, and certain 
titular bishops. 

5. Cf . Eichmann-Moersdorf , op. eft., 
p 359: The pope is "the head of the 
fjeneral council . > 3 the reverse side 
of this is that the bishops have no 
independent right of assembly." See 
Canon 229, "If the pope dies during 
a convention of a general council, the 
council is automatically interrupted 
until the new pope orders its resump- 
tion and continuance." 

6. Cf . Canon 226, "To the questions 
submitted by the pope the fathers of 
the council may add others, but only 
when they have been approved before- 
hand by the rJhafrmaia of the council." 

7. See Eichmann-Moersdorf, op. cit , 
p. 359, 'The resolutions of the council 
are not valid of themselves (episco- 
pahsm) but require the ratification of 
the pope, which customarily is pro- 
nounced either at the solemn closing 
session or in a papal bull. Besides, the 
resolutions of the council must be 
published by order of the pope. State- 
ments concerning points of faith are 
binding immediately upon their proc- 
lamation, for resolutions of a differ- 
ent nature a later date may be set for 
their becoming effective." 

8. op. cit. 9 p 361: "The general 
council, in like manner as the pope, 
possesses the highest authority in the 
church. . . . The general council, ac- 
cording to its proper conception, is 
possible only with the pope; it stands 
at the side of the pope, not above him 
(as episcopalism would have it)." 

9. Cf . also Eichmann-Moersdorf, op. 
cit., p. 359: "Beside the pope and in 
subordination to him (!) are the bish- 
ops, 'appointed by the Holy Ghost to 
govern the church of God' (Acts 20: 



28). This existence side by side of the 
two authorities, based on divine in- 
stitution, comes to be an impressive 
cooperation at the general council." 
The pope is the "head of the general 
council." "An assembly of the bishops 
without the pope would be a corpus 
sine capita ('rump parliament*)." 

10. The concept "ecumenical'* has 
taken on a variety of meanings in the 
course of its history: In pre-Christian 
ancient usage "Oikumene" signified 
the Hellenistic civilized world that is, 
concretely, the people who were or 
were to be civilized and united in the 
Roman empire. The New Testament 
continues this usage but adds the 
nuance: all of mankind as the mission 
field of the Christian GospeL-In the 
second century, AJJ., "ecumenical" 
(now an adjective) becomes an at- 
tribute of the church expressing its 
absolute universality (it is applied, 
without any limitations whatsoever, to 
the entire human race) as well as its 
pervasive ^n^icy unity ITI spite of its 
outer dispersion and diversity. In ad- 
dition "ecumenical" assumes an ever 
more qualified and restricted meaning 
namely, the orthodox church at large, 
which abides faithfully in tlie apostolic 
tradition. JTI <jigfrn^*tioy^ rrom the neret 
ical separate "churches" or sects. This 
"ecumenicity" was protected by the 
emperor, so that "ecumenical" finally 
came to mean practically: representing 
the church of the empire. Thus we 
hear of "ecumenical synods" (coun- 
cils) or of "ecumenical patriarchs" (of 
Constantinople) as also of "ecumeni- 
cal church doctrines," which are au- 
thoritative tor t"Q orthodox o^m^'on or 
the empire. In the Middle Ages in 
the West the word "ecumenical" had 
already become a kind of rigid formu- 
la (already in the ancient church it 
was superseded more and more by 
the word "catholic," which originated 
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from the same connection); in the 
medieval occidental church the word 
"ecumenical" came to be used only as 
a stereotyped, traditional designation 
for the universally obligatory church 
council. That which was new in the 
usage of the Reformation is that the 
word "ecumenical" was used to des- 
ignate the common Christian creeds 
that is, those that are binding for all 
Christians, (as a common Christian 
"obligafaon")--namely, the Apostles* 
Creed, the Nicene, and the Athanasian 
Creeds, which from then on were 
called "the three ecumenical symbols." 
Only from the middle of tie nine- 
teenth century on did "ecumenical" IT* 
the course of the world missionary and 
alliance movement come ever more to 
be a living general word with dynamic 
emotional connotation, partly in des- 
ignation of the missionary task of 
Christianity (under an esdbatological 
aspect), embracing all of humanity, 
partly in expression of the experience 
or Christian brotherhood tyflnsf^ftTiriiTipr 
credal boundaries and of the longing 
and striving for a realization of true 
^nTijrfiflTi unity TH tnumpJbi over the 
schisms. Whereas the concept "ecu- 
menical" in this lively sense at first 
grew rather out of a Tdngdom-of- 
God" theology, it thereafter came to 
be applied more and more to the 
church; "ecumenical" came to desig- 
nate all the efforts aiming at the 
expression of the essential unity of the 
church of Christ through overcoming 
the schisms and the isolations of the 
confessional churches. And that, band 
in band with its world missionary 
meaning, is in fact the original Chris- 
tian sense of this word. 

Literature on the history of the con- 
cept "ecumenical": J. Kaerst, Die an- 
tike Idee der Okumene (The Ancient 
Idea of the Oikumene), 1903; W. 
Bauer, Worterbuch zum Neuen Testa- 



ment (Dictionary of the New Testa- 
ment) oucovpewr (Lit.); C. Fabricius, 
Art : "Okumenisch," RGG 2 IV, 638 
sq. (Lit); (X Michel, Art.: OIKOVIUW 
Theol Worterbuch zum Neuen Testa- 
ment (Theol. Dictionary of the New 
Testament) V, 159 sq. (Lit); M. 
Paeslack, "Die Okumene im Neuen 
Testament" (The Oikumene in the 
New Testament), in Theologfa Viato- 
rum, Berlin, 1950 (Lit), A. Lehmann, 
"Mission und Okumene" (Missions and 
Oikumene), Ev. Luth. Kirchenzertung, 
1953, Nr. 13, 193 sq., W. A. Visser 't 
Hooft, "The World 'Ecumenical 
Movement, its History and Use'' in 
Rouse-Neill, History of the Ecumen- 
ical Movement, 1954, Appendix I, p. 
735 sq. (Lit); The same author, Der 
Sinn des Wortes 'okumenisch"* (The 
Sense of the Word "Ecumenical), 
Stuttgart, 1954; the same author, Art., 
"Okumenisch" (Ecumenical), RGG3 
IV, 1569 sq.; E. Kinder, "Der Ge- 
brauch des Begnffs 'okumenisch' im 
alteren Luthertum" (The Use of the 
Concept "EcumenicaT in Older Lu- 
theranism), Kerygma u. Dogma, 1955 
(Heft 3), 180 sq (Lit), E. Fascher, 
"Okumenisch und kathohsch. Zur Ge- 
schichte sweier, heute viel gebrauchter 
Begnffe" (Ecumenical and Catholic. 
On the History of Two Concepts 
Widely Used in Our Day), Theol Lit. 
Zeitg. 1960, (Nr. 1) 7 sq.). 

11. This idea is taken from the im- 
portant "Toronto Declaration" of the 
World Council, 1950. 1 am here quot- 
ing Theses 3-5 of its Part IV: (3): 
'"The member Churches recognize that 
the membership of the Church of 
Christ is more inclusive than the mem- 
bership of their own Church body. 
They seek, therefore, to enter into 
living contact with those outside their 
own ranks who confess the Lordship 
of Christ (4): "The member Churches 
of the World Council consider the 
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relationship of other Churches to the 
Holy Catholic Church which the 
Creeds profess as a subject of mutual 
consideration. Nevertheless, member- 
ship does not imply that each Church 
must regard the other member 
Churches as Churches in the true and 
full sense of the word." (5): "The 
member Churches of the World Coun- 
cil recognize in other Churches ele- 
ments of the true Church. They 
think that this mutual recognition 
obliges them to enter into serious con- 
versation with each other in the hope 
that these elements of truth will lead 
to the recognition of the full truth 
and to unity based on the full truth." 
(In the interpretation of Thesis 3 
we read: "All the Christian Churches, 
including the Church of Rome, hold 
that there is no complete identity be- 
tween the membership of the Church 
Universal and the membership of their 
own Church. Hiey recognize that 
there are Church members 'extra 
muros," that these belong 'aliquo 
modo* to the Church . . . This rec- 
ognition finds expression in the fact 
that with very few exceptions the 
Christian Churches accept the bap- 
tism administered by the other 
Churches as valid.**) 

At all events, the "Toronto Declara- 
tion" is significant as an expression 
of the present ecumenical situation 
with its accompanying points in com- 
mon and its differences or separations. 
Cf. on this point Peter Brunner's 
**Pneumatischer Realismus. Bemerkun- 
gen zur theologischen Bedeutung der 
Toronto-Erklarung' " (Pneumatic Re- 
alism Remarks on the Theological 
Significance of the "Toronto Declara- 
tion 9 '), Ev. Luth. Kirchenzetoung, 1951 
(Nr. 8), 122 sq. 

12. We are concerned with the 
double council of Ferarra (1437- 
1438) and Florence (1439), at which 



the union with the Creek and the 
Armenian churches was consummated. 
On the Greek side this union was 
desired substantially by the emperor 
of Constantinople, who at that time 
was hard pressed by the Turks and 
was seeking help from the "western 
powers." The majority of the clergy 
and of the people of the oriental 
church rejected this union, so that, 
practically, it did not go into effect 
13. The inadmissible religious abso- 
lutism, in the first place, lies in the 
claim of infallibility on the part of 
the church's governing and teaching 
office and furthermore in the claim 
that the true church of Christ is pres- 
ent only in the body, including this 
hierarchical structure with the papal 
pinnate at its head. Apart from this 
absolutism with its unconditional re- 
ligious emphasis (that this infallibility 
and this exclusiveness are 'lure divino" 
valid and to be accepted as : 
for salvation) the < 
its own important rights is not to be 
rejected. Luther was willing to accept 
even the papacy as he at tunes de- 
clared if only it were conceived of as 
having arisen "iure humano" in the 
course of history and as existing for 
practical reasons. Also with a view to 
other confessional churches one must 
distinguish between historical necessity 
and fundamental religious and theo- 
logical necessity. Thus, for instance, 
the evangelical Lutheran Church 
thinks that the confession of the Gos- 
pel which she represents is insepar- 
able from the church but that her 
existence as a separate church to- 
gether with all the forms that have 
developed in its interest is only a his- 
torical necessity conditioned by the 
situation of Christendom, which will 
no longer be absolutely necessary 
when it will no longer be necessary 
to Tn^fnfairi expressly and with empha- 
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sis this confession of the Gospel as a 
joint Christian "obligation." Cf. on 
this matter. Ernst Kinder, "Evange- 
lische Katholizitat. Zum okumeni- 
schen Horizont der evangelisch-lu- 
therischen Kirche" (Evangelical Cath- 
olicity. On the Ecumenical Horizon 
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church), 
Kerygma u. Dogma, 1960, p. 69 sq. 

14. In view of the decisions of the 
first four "ecumenical councils" we 
must not dwell only on the contempo- 
rary political and ecclesiastical-po- 
litical background or on their contem- 
porary philosophical-theological forms 
of expression, but we must seek to 
srasp their jT_nflO3TFMHPtB t doctrinal pur 
poses. With respect to these Luther 
can say in his essay On the Councils 
and the Church, 1539 (WA 50, p. 
591) that the "four great councils" 
of the ancient church really presented 
nothing new, but "as the supreme 
fudge and the greatest bishop under 
Christ" they defended the old faith 
against new arrogance; "for this ar- 
ticle (i.e., of Christ and the Trinity) 
prevailed in the church from the be- 
ginning and was not created by the 
council but was received from the 
Gospel or the Holy Scriptures." The 
Nestorians and the Monophysites of 
our day must be asked where they 
stand with regard to this doctrinal 
purpose as such, apart from the po- 
litical and church-political back- 
ground of that time! 

15. This is a matter of course for all 
the churches of the Reformation and 
of Protestantism. It is conceivable 
that also the Orthodox Church is 
qTinfifiTnRTM n * * y m agreement ivith this. 
At any rate, the Orthodox Church, 
which, as we know, abhors all priori 
and purely formal judicial fixation, 
also teaches that the resolutions of 
an "ecumenical council" really be- 
come "canonical" only after having 
obtained the inner assent of the or- 



thodox church at large. Also according 
to this view, therefore, the authority 
of an "ecumenical council** is funda- 
mentally a derived authority. Also ac- 
cording to the Roman Catholic con- 
ception the authority of an "ecumeni- 
cal council," as the rejection of "con- 
ciliansm" on principle shows, is not an 
absolute authority but is likewise fun- 
damentally subject to a standard, save 
that the standard to which the council 
is subject is the final decision of the 
pope. 

16. This criticism applies also to the 
Orthodox conception, which in our 
day, for instance, is represented by 
George Florowsky namely, that the 
true universal church must be sought 
in the time-dimension. Since the true 
unity of the church was really and 
fully present in its first, classic age, 
the criteria for the church's unity 
which are adequate for all tunes are 
to be found here However much it 
may be in order to call attention to 
the "universal church in the time- 
dimension*' over against a view which 
confines itself to the Christians liv- 
ing today (it is important that empha- 
sis be laid on this that true unity of 
the church means also unity with the 
fathers!) and however right and im- 
portant it may be to point to the 
''fundamental potential" common to 
Christendom and derived from the 
heritage of the ancient church, yet 
this alone will not suffice; for the real 
differences happen to he just in the 
different manner of appropriating and 
"realizing" the common "fundamental 
potential,** in the different and in part 
exclusive "use" made of the posses- 
sions objectively held in common! In 
our ecumenical wrestling we cannot 
evade reflecting on just these differ- 
ences of appropriation, "realization," 
and "usus," because here is where we 
find the real causes of the divisions 
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in the church. So the joint recogni- 
tion of the three "ecumenical sym- 
bols" for instance, of the ancient 
church is indeed an important and 
promising prerequisite of joint ecu- 
menical effort; it is, however, not yet 
sufficient as an aim! 

17. Originally, when enthusiasm ran 
high in the beginning of the ecu- 
menical movement, this was the actual 
aim. Thus, for instance, Archbishop 
Soderblom exclaimed at the meeting 
in Oud Wassenaer, 1919, in prepara- 
tion for the coming world conference 
of churches, "I pledge my support 
to an ecumenical council which is to 
present a spiritual representation of 
all Christendom."* (F. Luepsen, Am- 
sterdamer Dokumente, 1948, p. 99). 
Yet it was after all a rhetorical exag- 
geration when the World Conference 
for Life and Work in Stockholm, 1925, 
emphatically compared itself with the 
first "ecumenical council" of Nice, 
325! 

18 Here, above all, we must call 
attention to the report of the third 
World Conference for Faith and Or- 
der in Lund, 1952, (cf W. Staehlin, 
ed., Kirche, Gottesdienst, Abendmahls- 
gemeinschaft (Church, Worship, Altar- 
fellowship), Witten, 1954, p. 19 sq.), 
and also to the continued work on this 
project on the part of the different 
individual Faith and Order Commis- 
sions, whose results are soon to be 
published. Of especial importance in 
this connection is also the attempt to 
find a closer definition of the unity 
for which the World Council of 
Churches is striving as it is set forth 
in the official report on "The Future 
of Faith and Order" (Faith and Order 
Paper, No. 31, 1960), which was pre- 
sented to the executive committee in 
St. Andrew, August, 1960, and which 
will be presented to the third plenary 
convention of the World Council at 



New Delhi in November and Decem- 
ber, 1961. Cf. on this matter E. Kin- 
der, "Ende der 'ekklesiologischen 
Neutrahtat* des Weltrats" (The End 
of Ecclesiologicd Neutrality of the 
World Council?), Ev. Luth. Kirchen- 
zeitong, 1961 (Nr. 7), p. 105 sq. 

19. This is meant in a twofold sense. 
For one thing, one's own confession 
in its full force is to be brought into 
the ecumenical effort; it is not to be 
mutilated or hidden (for it is just 
in that which is specifically confes- 
sional that we find the decisive "han- 
dle" for the central truth, and it is just 
this that must be brought into the dis- 
cussion!); but in the second place, the 
confession itself in all its force is 
actually to be submitted to the judg- 
ment of the revelation of salvation it- 
self according to its original canonical 
testimonies and must not be substi- 
tuted for this revelation as being self- 
evidently the truth. 

20. The "Basis" of the World Coun- 
cil of Churches is, of course, not in- 
tended as an ecumenical creed for 
this it would doubtless be too "scan- 
ty" it would rather give expression to 
the Trrinnrmni requirements for prom- 
ising participation in the ecumenical 
effort. Church bodies which earnestly 
confess the divinity and the redeeming 
work of Jesus Christ and who consider 
themselves in relation to this Jesus 
Christ, the church's head, can in a 
hopeful sense be members of the 
World Council and in application of 
our present discussion may participate 
in an ecumenical council (On the his- 
tory and the sense of the *TJasis w cf . 
the report of Visser 't Hooft at the 
meeting of the executive committee m 
St. Andrews, 1960, Okum. Rundschau, 
1960, (Heft 4), p. 208 sq., and Eber- 
hard Fincke, jur Geschichte der 
*Basis' des Okumenischen Rates der 
Kirchen" (On the History of the 
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"Basis" of the World Council of 
Churches), Evangel. Theologie, 1960, 
(Heft 10), p. 465 sq In this connec- 
tion especial notice deserves to be 
given to the enlarged form of the 
"Basis," which will be presented for 
adoption to the third plenary assem- 
bly of the World Council in New Del- 
hi it reads: ... "a fellowship of 
churches who confess the Lord Jesus 



Christ according to the Holy Scrip- 
tures as God and Savior and who 
therefore seek to fulfil the purpose 
for which they are jointly called, to 
the glory of God the Father, the Son, 
and the Holy Spirit." Here the Holy 
Scriptures, the serious ecumenical de- 
sire, and ihe confession of the Trinity 
are listed among the TninirmiTn re- 
quirements' 

21. On this understanding of itself 
on the part of the World Council of 
Churches cf . as documents the Decla- 
ration on the Nature of the World 
Council, Amsterdam, 1948, (in F. 
Luepsen, Amsterdamer Dokumente, 
Bethel, 1948) and the "Toronto Dec- 
laration," 1950 (German text in Ev. 
Luth. Kirchenzeitung, 1951 (Nr. 8), 



p. 120 sq.); literature W A. Visser 't 
Hooft, Der Okumenische Bat der Kir- 
chen. Seine Eigenart, seine Grenzen 
(The World Council of Churches. Its 
Nature, its Limitations, Geneva, 1947, 
J. Winterhager, Der Weltrat der Kir- 
chen. Seine Ziele und seine Problema- 
tik (The World Council of Churches. 
Its Aims and its Problems, Berlin, 
1949; H. laennann, "Okumene als 
rechdiche Erscheinung" (The Univer- 
sal Church as a Proper Phenomenon), 
Ev. Luth. Kirchenzeitung, 1951, (Nr 
8), p. 117 sq.; E. Schlink, "Aufgabe 
und Gef ahr des Okumenischen Rates" 
(The Task and the Hazard of the 
World Council), Okum. Rundschau, 
1952, Heft 1; S Grundmann, "Der 
Beitrag des evangelischen Kirchen- 
rechts zum Selbstverstandnis des 
Okum. Rates der Knrchen" (The Con- 
tribution of evangelical Church Law 
to the Self -Under standing of the 
World Council of Churches), Ev. 
Luth. Kirchenzeitung, 1960 (Nr. 11), 
162 sq. 

22. Cf. on this, Ernst Kinder, "Prot- 
estant-Roman Catholic encounter an 
ecumenical obligation," Ecumenical 
Review, July 1955. 
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Chapter III 

Luther's Attitude Toward 
Church Councils 



The general councils of the church can err; in fact, the Council 
of Constance, the sixteenth of the general councils of the church, 
did err when it condemned certain teachings of John Hus and 
Jerome of Prague. When Martin Luther was maneuvered into 
maldng this admission at the Leipzig Debate in 1519, both he and 
his opponents began to recognize the extent of the alienation 
between him and the Roman church. 1 This admission, more than 
either the Ninety-five Theses of two years earlier or even his ex- 
communication of two years later, initiated the Reformation. Just a 
little more than a quarter of a century later, as Luther lay dying 
in February, 1546, another church council was in session at Trent 
the nineteenth of the general councils to discuss, among other 
issues, some of the doctrinal and disciplinary questions raised by 
Luther's Reformation. 

Luther's career as a Reformer spanned the interval between 
Leipzig and Trent. During almost every year of that career he 
found himself constrained to think and speak about the problem 
of a church council. 2 Indeed, he had already appealed for a council 
on November 28, 1518. 3 He was hopeful, at least for a whfle, that a 
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free and ecumenical council could reopen the question of restoring 
the chalice to the laity. 4 In June, 1520 he composed his Letter to 
the Christian Nobility, setting forth some of the chief abuses with 
which such a council would have to deal and outlining the condi- 
tions under which it should be convoked. 5 Many of the themes 
sounded in this treatise dominated Luther's thought about a council 
to the end, and he recurred to them each time the prospects for a 
council seemed likely. Repeatedly, however, these prospects were 
dimmed by imperial politics or by church politics; first one party, 
then another, found a church council inexpedient when it was 
proposed. Everyone remained theoretically committed to the idea 
of a council, but in practice there was strong opposition to the idea 
both in Rome and elsewhere. During the 153ffs, at the urging of 
Paul III, who had become pope in 1534, the council almost became 
a reality on two occasions at Mantua in 1537 and at Vicenza in 
1538. 6 

To prepare for these occasions, Luther and his colleagues re- 
examined his ideas about a council of the church in the light of the 
changed religious and political alignment. For each of the major 
forces had been altered radically since the Letter to the Christian 
Nobility of 1520. New light on the conciliar question came from 
another source as well, a deepened study of church history. Both 
the decrees of the ancient ecumenical councils and the acts of the 
more recent councils, especially Constance, helped to shape the 
ideas of Luther and his associates about what a council could and 
should undertake, 7 if one were ever actually to meet. The influence 
of this historical study is evident in many writings from the last 
decade of Luther's life, including some writings, such as those on 
the Lord's Supper, which are not specifically directed to the con- 
ciliar controversy. 8 The preoccupation of modern Luther research 
with "the young Luther," or at best with the mature Luther, has 
relegated this final decade of his career to a position of secondary 
significance. Yet it was during this decade that Luther was forced, 
regretfully and reluctantly, to formulate his personal assessment of a 
career that had begun with the intention of reforming the Christian 
church but had ended with the irrevocable division of Catholic 
Christendom. 
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Out of the theological and historical work of the Wittenberg 
theologians came Luther s treatise on The Councils and the Church 
of 1539. 9 It contains his most comprehensive statement about church 
councils past and present, summing up the themes originally 
sounded two decades earlier at Leipzig and in the Letter to the 
Christian Nobility but adding the variations required by the history 
of those fateful decades. This treatise is therefore the logical basis 
for a study of the topic "The Reformation and the CoundT; and 
instead of stringing together a catena of Luther's statements of 
various years on this topic from various writings, this essay will 
proceed from a dose reading of The Councils and the Church to 
an analysis of the conciliar motif in Luther's thoughts as his career 
was nearing its close. 10 

I. The Appeal to a Council 

"We cry out and appeal for a council and beseech all of Chris- 
tendom for its advice and help" (620, 9). "You say that there is no 
hope for such a council any longer; I suppose I agree with you" 
(623, 5). The juxtaposition of these two declarations in the treatise 
is an indication of Luther's ambivalence toward the prospect of the 
forthcoming council. He had been appealing for a council and to a 
council for twenty years, taunting his opponents with the contradic- 
tion between their protestations of loyalty to the conciliar ideal and 
their dilatory tactics. Now a new pontiff, Paul III, was bent on 
finally convoking the long expected council; and now it was Lu- 
ther's turn to see his declarations about a council challenged. The 
strategy and propaganda of the Reformers seemed in danger of 
losing the advantages they had gained from papal hesitation about 
a council. Thus Luther had to summarize his position in a way 
that took account of this shift. He was convinced that there was no 
hope for genuine reformation in any conclave to which Home 
would give its consent; yet the onus of the responsibility for this 
had to rest not on the Reformers but on Rome. To assure this, 
Luther coupled his continuing appeal for a council with a threefold 
attack on the motives of the ecclesiastical authorities who were 
summoning the assembly. 
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1. The very first paragraph of the treatise set forth the first 
attack: The pope was not sincere in his invitation to the council. 
He was trifling with the hopes of those who longed for a settlement 
of the issues dividing Christendom, as one teases a dog by waving 
a morsel before its snout on a knife and then striking it with the 
butt of the knife when it snaps at the morsel (509, 1). In substanti- 
ation of this charge Luther leveled at his opponents his oft-repeated 
accusation that they actually acknowledged the correctness of his 
teachings and knew that their own doctrine could not be substanti- 
ated from the Scriptures (511, 20). In spite of this they insisted 
upon having their own way. Therefore they had no right to plead 
ignorance, but were acting contrary to Scripture and to their own 
better knowledge and judgment. The willfulness of this opposition 
to the evident truth was proof to Luther that any council was 
doomed to failure even before the first session was called to order. 
"Thus the council is settled before it even begins: Nothing is to 
be reformed, but everything is to be retained in accordance with 
past usage. What a fine council that is!" (510, 12). Long before the 
Vatican Council the "irreformability of the church" was simul- 
taneously an article of faith to Roman Catholicism and an insur- 
mountable obstacle to Protestantism. Luther was sure that no 
council called by the pope could be expected to effect any funda- 
mental changes in the life and teaching of the church. 

In 1539 there were still those who held out the sincere hope that 
a general council of the church could effect the fundamental 
changes that Luther's Reformation had been unable to effect. In 
support of this hope they cited the precedent of the earlier general 
councils of the church, maintaining that "a fine reformation, in 
their opinion, could happen on the basis of the fathers and the 
councils** (519, 14). This was the conciliarist position of the four- 
teenth and fifteenth centuries, applied to the unprecedented schism 
of the sixteenth century. The reaction of Luther to this historical 
romanticism was as forthright as it was conclusive. His own his- 
torical studies and his experience in two decades of debate had 
deepened his misgivings about both conciliar and patristic author- 
ity. Neither the councils nor the church fathers had achieved true 
unanimity in their teaching. Therefore it was possible for either 
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party in the controversy of the sixteenth century to select from the 
fathers and the councils whatever seemed to suit and substantiate 
its own position (542, 18). But such proof was finally no proof; for 
the presuppositions of the combatants, not the actual writings of 
the fathers or decrees of the councils, determined what was to be 
accorded the status of normative conciliar teaching. 

2. Luther's second charge against the pope's sudden conversion 
to the conciliar position dealt with the question of his readiness 
to compromise. Although Luther may scarcely be termed a medi- 
ating theologian, he did repeatedly declare his willingness to com- 
promise on any but the essential issues. "Thank Cod," he asserted, 
"we are not so far gone that we would permit the church to perish 
rather than compromise, even on weighty issues, so long as they 
are not against God. No, we ourselves are ready to perish and to be 
stripped completely . . . rather than to let calamity or danger befall 
the church" (516, 24). There is no reason to doubt the sincerity 
of this protestation. The historical studies upon which The Councils 
and the Church was based had shown Luther that conflicts of per- 
sonality had been prominent in the determination of dogmatic 
issues at the ancient councils. He urged that in the debate over the 
subtler problems of the doctrine of the person of Christ, not a 
proud condemnation of the errorist, but "instruction with gentle- 
ness" had been called for (601, 26). Thus he knew that the recal- 
citrance of an orthodoxy that refused to compromise even where 
some compromise was permissible had to share with heresy the 
responsibility for schism and dissension in Christendom. For such 
recalcitrance permitted heretics to excuse themselves with the claim 
that they had been overdone, not with truth, but with violence, 
injustice, and a distortion of their views (594 12). Both from his 
study of the history of councils and from his evaluation of the 
contemporary conflicts Luther knew that some concession on non- 
essentials was necessary if a council was to have any hope of suc- 
ceeding. 

Did the pope's summons to a council mean that he was prepared 
to make such a concession? Luther put his answer to this question 
frankly or, as he said, "in German." There were two fundamental 
concessions that the pope had to make. First, he had to abolish the 
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tyranny of the human regulations that he had substituted for divine 
commandments. Second, he had to grant that even man's obedience 
to these divine commandments "cannot help to achieve righteous- 
ness, to atone for sin, to obtain the grace of God, but only faith in 
Christ, who is the King of righteousness in us through his precious 
blood, death, and resurrection, with which he has atoned for sin, 
rendered satisfaction, reconciled God, and redeemed us from 
death, wrath, and hell" (621, 20). From any council that did not 
grant these two concessions Luther expected no good. And it had 
to grant both of these concessions. Theie was to be no giving with 
one hand and taking away with the other (621, 9), no Gebers 
Nemers. He thought that his opponents were insincere enough to 
make the concession that only the grace of Christ saves, but they 
would immediately add the condition that works are necessary for 
satisfaction or righteousness. Their indifference to matters of true 
doctrine should have permitted them to compromise even on the 
issues that were most important to the Reformers; their unwilling- 
ness to grant such compromises doomed any council to failure. 

3. The third argument that Luther directed against the pope's 
council was a criticism of its proposed composition. As matters 
turned out although, of course, Luther was not yet aware of this 
the delegates to die Council of Trent had one vote per capita; at 
Constance, by contrast, they had voted by national delegations. 
But Luther did foresee that the papacy would try to have priests 
friendly to its cause chosen as delegates, and he urged that dele- 
gates be chosen on the basis of other criteria than their loyalty to 
die pope: "From every country those who are thoroughly learned 
in the Holy Scriptures and who are seriously and sincerely devoted 
to the glory of God, the Christian faith, the church, the salvation 
of souls, and the peace of the world" (622, 11). In addition, for 
reasons to be expounded later in this chapter, Luther believed 
that some of the delegates should be chosen from the secular 
government, since the business of the council concerned them too. 
Persuaded as he was that the pope would never be willing to accept 
a council thus defined, Luther laid down an either-or condition: 
If such a council as he envisioned was impossible, there should be 
none at all. Impossible though this council was, Luther wanted to 
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be sure that he and his followers did not receive the blame for the 
collapse of the ideal of an ecumenical council. Therefore he con- 
tinued to call for a council even when he knew that it could never 
be. 



n. The Functions of a Council 

Luther's rejection of the pope's plans for a council was grounded, 
therefore, not merely in a polemical position, but in a positive 
definition, based upon church history, of the proper functions of 
a council. Generalizing from his study of the first four ecumenical 
councils and from his own theological assumptions about the nature 
of the church and the meaning of religious authority, Luther sought 
to demarcate the rights and duties of church councils in three areas 
of Christian concern: Christian doctrine; Christian life, including 
both good works and ecclesiastical ceremonies; and secular govern- 
ment and law. Both his descriptions of what councils had done and 
his prescriptions of what any true council should do concentrated 
upon these three areas. In fact, he maintained that the criteria he 
was laying down in these areas applied to "all other councils, great 
or small, even though there were many thousands of them" (606, 3) . 
For the church had "miniature councils*" going on within it all the 
time, in its parishes and schools (616, 8617, 24). These "miniature 
councils,*" too, dealt with the three areas. Luther's thought about 
each of these areas likewise manifested unresolved conflicts that 
belong to any exposition of the theme TLuther's Attitude Toward 
Church Councils." 



A. Christian Doctrine 

First and foremost, a council had "no authority to establish 
new articles of faith, even though the Holy Spirit was present in 
it," but only to suppress and condemn doctrinal innovations 
(607, 7). As later discussion will show, even the presence of the 
Holy Spirit in a council did not, according to Luther's definition, 
give such a council authority to create new doctrines. Luther went 
to pains to demonstrate that none of the first four ecumenical coun- 
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tiQs had arrogated to itself any such authority. Thus the Council 
of Nicaea had not invented a new doctrine, but had "preserved 
the old article of faith, that Christ is true and very God, against 
the innovating cleverness of Anus** (551, 12). Again, since the 
Council of Constantinople had itself acknowledged that its decrees 
were "the ancient and true faith, in which we have previously been 
baptized and instructed, why should we give councils the great 
authority of establishing new doctrines and of burning as heretics 
all those who do not believe them?" (581, 7). Nor did the Council 
of Ephesus usurp such authority; it merely "defended the ancient 
faith against the innovating suppositions of Nestorius" (591, 23). 
Finally, the last of the great ecumenical councils, the one held at 
Chalcedon, provided no support for the contention that councils 
had a right to establish new doctrines in the church (603, 15). 

Here Luther drew the logical consequences of his stand at Leip- 
zig twenty years earlier. He rejected the formal authority of church 
councils in matters of faith and doctrine and asserted that councils 
merely applied the doctrine of Scripture to the new issues that had 
arisen. But the left wing of the Reformation in his century and 
theological liberalism in our century have both pointed out the 
paradox that this rejection of formal conciliar authority was accom- 
panied by a loyal submission to the material authority of the 
dogmas defined by the councils. 11 During most of Christian history 
the authority of dogmas has depended upon the authority of the 
church as defined in a council, and indeed upon the capacity of the 
secular government to enforce dogmatic orthodoxy by police 
power. In the eyes of Luther's Roman Catholic opponents, his 
repudiation of conciliar authority would inevitably lead to apostasy 
from the catholic faith. Luther's reply to this interpretation of his 
stand was a critical reappraisal both of what in principle councils 
could do in the church and of what in fact the great ecumenical 
councils had done. He argued that the dogmas of the Trinity and 
of the two natures in Christ, as defined by the first four ecumenical 
councils, did not depend for their validity upon an acceptance of 
the infallibility of die councils. For the fathers who formulated 
these dogmas did not intend to state a new doctrine but only to 
defend the primitive faith of the church as given in the Scriptures. 
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A criticism of the councils in the name of the Scriptures, therefore, 
was more faithful to their authentic spirit than the misplaced loyalty 
of an uncritical traditionalism. 

As examples of this authentic spirit Luther cited the works of 
Athanasius and Hilary, who opposed the heretics, not with their 
own ideas or authority, but with the authority of the Scriptures. 
"At Nicaea," he insisted, "the creed was substantiated by the apos- 
tolic Scriptures. Otherwise, if it had not been for the Scriptures of 
the apostles and prophets, the mere words of the council by them- 
selves would have accomplished nothing** (552, 14). What tie 
Council of Ephesus promulgated "had been in the church since 
the beginning; it was not invented by the council, but preserved 
by the Gospel or the Holy Scriptures'* (591, 26). Citing passages 
from both the Old Testament and the New in opposition to the 
Eutychian heresy, Luther summarized his interpretation of con- 
ciliar authority: "Even if I do not . . . understand [this council] 
correctly, I still have these passages and understand them correctly. 
The council itself is obliged to be guided by this Scripture, and 
this is more certain to me than all the councils'* (604, 7). In fact, 
even if most of the New Testament were to disappear and only 
the Gospel of St. John were to remain, this one book would state 
the doctrines of all four ecumenical councils more amply and 
powerfully than they did (605, 21). Luther's rhetoric moved him 
to exclaim: "The poor, insignificant pastor of Hippo, St. Augustine, 
taught more than all the councils. ... I will go even further: More 
is contained in the children's creed than in all the councils. The 
Lord's Prayer Our Father and the Decalogue also teach more than 
all the councils do" (615, 1). The genuine defenders of the councils 
and of their dogmas, then, were not those who claimed supreme 
authority for the councils, but those who, like the fathers at the 
councils themselves, subjected the authority of the councils to the 
authority of the Scriptures. 

When the self-styled defenders of the councils demanded sub- 
mission to their authority, they demanded the impossible. For 
anyone who had ever studied the councils and the fathers had 
learned that they were not only inconsistent, but downright con- 
tradictory (520, 12). Hence no one could obey all of their decrees 
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at the same time. An illustration upon which Luther dwelt at con- 
siderable length was the legislation of the Council of Nicaea re- 
garding those who left the military service for the sake of a reli- 
gious profession and then returned to their old way of life; the 
council prescribed a long and severe period of penance in such 
cases. Luther cited this example to show that even those who were 
now clamoring for a submission to conciliar authority refused to 
obey an ecumenical council when its legislation did not suit them. 
Although the bishops and popes waged war themselves and thus 
violated this rule, "they incessantly shout, 'Councils, councils! 
Fathers, fathers!' except, of course, that they are free to act con- 
trary to this and to choose the things they want us to do" (534, 4). 
Luther did not accept this decree of Nicaea (532, 25), but he was 
contending that no one could be obedient to all the legislation of 
all the councils. 

Sometimes, however, his criticism of conciliar authority went 
beyond this formal demonstration of inconsistency and contradic- 
tion to a material examination of the content of conciliar decrees. 
There were at least three such material critiques in The Councils 
and the Church: (1) the concentration of the councils upon one 
article of faith, at the expense of the totality of the faith (546, 14); 
(2) the preoccupation of the Council of Ephesus with the heretical 
Mariology of Nestorius rather than with the other dangerous im- 
plications of his teaching (591, 4); and (3) the endorsement of 
celibacy and monasticism by the very councils that condemned the 
heretics (609, 14). 

1. As he developed the first of these critiques, Luther found 
himself contrasting the councils with Peter Lombard, on whose 
Sentences he had lectured many years before. The contrast came 
out much to the advantage of the Lombard, whose study of St. 
Augustine led him to summarize all the main doctrines of the 
Christian faith almost all, at any rate, for he was weak on the 
doctrines of justification and of faith (543, 13). Ultimately, of 
course, neither the councils nor Augustine nor Peter Lombard, but 
only the Scriptures, contained the whole of Christian doctrine 
(546, 29). 

2. It seems dear that Luther's own controversies with "the 
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Nestorians I myself have had** (591, 9), that is, with Zwingli and 
with others who denied the real presence of the body and blood 
of Christ in the Eucharist, had made him conscious of the far- 
reaching implications of Nestorian Christology. The passion of his 
attacks upon Zwinglf s principle of distinguishing between those 
New Testament statements that applied to the divine nature shows 
how much he believed was at stake in any separation of the two 
natures in Christ. 12 Nothing less than the very meaning and efficacy 
of the saving work of Christ came under threat from such separa- 
tion. Although he acknowledged that personal factors had played 
a role in the controversy and that the opponents of Nestorius had 
not understood him because they had not wanted to understand 
him, this did not obscure the threat to faith posed by the Nestorian 
doctrine. Apparently the Council of Ephesus had not grasped the 
real threat. Therefore "this council condemned far too little in 
[the teaching of] Nestorius. For it dealt only with one property 
[of Christ], namely, that God was born of Mary. Hence the his- 
tories record that in this council it was decided, in opposition to 
Nestorius, that Mary was to be called Theotokos, that is, God- 
bearer. Yet Nestorius denied all the properties of human nature to 
God in Christ, such as dying, being crucified, suffering, and what- 
ever is inconsistent with deity" (590, 23). 

3. The third of Luther's material critiques of the councils, and 
one to which he reverted several times in this treatise, was aimed at 
their failure to condemn monasticism and celibacy, which were, 
in Luther's judgment, logically connected with heresy. In fact, he 
was even ready without historical grounds to lay the blame for 
the endorsement of celibacy by the Council of Nicaea upon the 
presence of bishops who were inclined to Arian doctrine (539, 17). 
An extended excursus in his definition of what a council may legis- 
late about good works criticized the ecumenical councils for not 
having condemned the dangerous novelty of the monastic life even 
as they were condemning the dangerous novelty of the heretical 
doctrines (607, 35). Thus Luther claimed that the false teachings 
of Arius, Nestorius, and Eutyches regarding the Trinity and the 
person of Christ were consistent with the false teachings of those 
who demanded clerical celibacy and praised the monastic estate 
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as a purer form of Christian obedience. The councils did not recog- 
nize this consistency; if they had, "they would have condemned 
the archimandrite Eutyches, not only on the grounds of faith (as 
they earnestly did), hut also on the grounds of his monasticism (as 
they did not do, endorsing it instead)" (618, 19). 

From these three material critiques and from his other statements 
about the ecumenical councils it is evident that Luther did not 
shrink from applying to the councils the canons of both theological 
and historical evaluation. As he never tired of saying, the fathers 
were human beings, who had never "transcended the seventh 
chapter of Romans'* (525, 20); they were fallible as individuals, 
and even when gathered together in councils they could and did 
err. Therefore their authority was not to be put on an equal plane 
with that of the Scriptures, to which they themselves wanted to be 
subjected. Nevertheless, all of this must not be permitted to obscure 
Luther's thoroughgoing dogmatic orthodoxy: He pitted the author- 
ity of the Scriptures against the authority of the coundls, but what 
he found in the Scriptures was the dogma that the councils had 
formulated on the basis of the Scriptures. Historically speaking, 
Luther could not have been the theologian he was without the help 
of the very councils whose infallibility he denied. Sometimes he 
even contended that not by assigning to the councils an infallibility 
they neither possessed nor claimed, but only by acknowledging 
their fallibility with critical gratitude could one preserve the dog- 
mas of the councils against their enemies. 

B. Christian Life and Warship 

As a council was not permitted to create new articles of faith, 
so it had *no authority to command new good works ... for all 
good works are already amply commanded in the Sacred Scrip- 
tures" (607, 18); similarly, "a council does not have the authority to 
prescribe new ceremonies for Christians and to require their 
observance as a matter of conscience or under pain of mortal sin" 
(613, 19). Rather, its task was to guard against the introduction of 
any such new rules into Christian life and worship and to condemn 
them when they arose. A council was to condemn not only the 
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obviously wicked works such as murder and adultery, but also the 
glittering new works invented by the devil as a cover for idolatry 
(607, 31); these new works, of which monasticism was the out- 
standing instance, were "a menace to Christian faith and an offense 
to Christian Me" (608, 2). 

This did not mean, of course, that a council had no right at all 
to consider problems of administration and discipline for which 
there were no explicit commands or prohibitions in the Scriptures, 
or matters of liturgical usage that were neither forbidden nor pre- 
scribed there. It did mean that such administrative and liturgical 
regulations were not the reason for which a council should be 
summoned. When the bishops at Nicaea had attempted to intro- 
duce jurisdictional disputes into the proceedings, Constantine had 
wisely refused to be party to their "clerical squabbles'* (552, 25). 
Liturgical details were also too trivial a matter for councils to 
waste their time debating. It was better left to schoolmasters, who 
could train the children to genuflect at the Et homo foetus est of 
the Nicene Creed or to remove their hats and genuflect at the 
mention of the name of Jesus (619, 9). Such ceremonies were a 
good thing and useful in the life of the church, so long as they 
were not made obligatory and tyrannical. When the externals of 
ecclesiastical discipline or of ceremonial usage became tyrannical, 
it was the task of a council to speak out against them. 

Nevertheless, just such externals of ecclesiastical discipline and 
ceremonial usage had been responsible for the first "church coun- 
cil," described in the fifteenth chapter of the Book of Acts. This 
meeting had established many precedents for subsequent councils. 
To determine what a council had the right to do, therefore, it was 
necessary to go behind the four ecumenical councils to ^the very 
first council, that of the apostles, held in Jerusalem, about which 
St. Luke writes in Acts 15 and 16" (526, 18). The terms of its 
fourfold prohibition "that you abstain from what has been sacri- 
ficed to idols and from blood and from what is strangled and from 
unchastity" (Acts 15:29) had figured prominently in the debates 
of the Reformation. The prohibition was suspended in the course 
of later church history. This suspension was interpreted as proof 
for the claim that other commands and prohibitions of the New 
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Testament were also subject to revision or suspension by the church. 
It was cited to show that the church did have the right, despite 
the words of institution, to withhold the chalice from the laity and 
to administer the Lord's Supper under only one kind. 13 Fifteen 
years before he wrote The Councils and the Church, in June, 1524, 
Luther took up this claim in a series of sermons on Acts 15 and 
16. 14 When he dealt with the interpretation of these chapters in 
the present treatise, therefore, he brought to it a long period of 
reflection and study. This much was clear to all: The apostolic 
council had indeed forbidden these four items, but after centuries 
of Christian history only the prohibition of immorality still be- 
longed to the Christian ethic. The council in Acts 15 was therefore 
a crucial case in any determination of the rights and authority of 
church councils. Luther dealt with the case by examining various 
possible explanations for the suspension of these rules and then 
by suggesting his own, which he applied to all councils. 

1. The simplest explanation for the suspension was to say that 
"it is impossible to carry out [the requirements of] this council, 
because the contrary course of action has established itself too 
securely" (527, 24). Luther saw that this way out of the dilemma 
was too facile. For one thing, if the awesome formula of Acts 15:28, 
"It has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us," meant what it 
said, it was illegitimate to plead that observance of the council's 
requirements was impossible. But it was also not true that such 
observance was impossible. Commenting as he did during this very 
time upon the patriarchal narratives in the Book of Genesis, Luther 
believed that man had originally been a vegetarian. 15 Hence it 
was possible, by avoiding meat altogether, to obey all three of the 
dietary prohibitions promulgated by the apostolic council. Thus 
the argument from "impossibility gives us no help in comforting our 
conscience against the Holy Spirit" (528, 11). 

2. Another explanation given for the suspension of this decree 
was this: The church had the authority to change even the mode of 
administering the Eucharist, just as it had eventually amended 
these decrees of an apostolic council, which had been issued by 
the authority of the Holy Spirit. To this explanation Luther replied, 
first, that the church had no such prerogative to amend a divine 
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decree (528, 25). In addition, he pointed out a fundamental in- 
consistency: Although the church claimed the right to interpose its 
authority into the administration of a divine institution like the 
Lord's Supper, it demanded that its own disciplinary and liturgical 
decrees be obeyed and enforced as though they had been promul- 
gated by divine right (528, 32). The institution of Christ and the 
decrees of the Holy Spirit could be suspended, but the institutions 
of the church and the decrees of the pope had to be obeyed at any 
cost! This was, in Luther's eyes, a basic distortion of the function 
of church council. 

3. Yet, if the church did not have the right to amend a rule laid 
down with divine authorization, this did not mean that the enforce- 
ment of the prohibitions of the apostolic council had simply with- 
ered away in the course of time without any explicit action by 
the church at all. A jurist would point out the speciousness of such 
reasoning. The nonenforcement of a law at a particular place and 
time did not mean that the law had been repealed (529, 17). By 
the same argument an immoral person could argue from the 
prevalence of immorality that the moral law was invalid. Tn fact, 
we children of Adam would hold a council together with the devils 
and conclude: 'Are you listening, God? Among us men and devils 
all your commandments have fallen into disuse. Therefore we 
should no longer observe them' " (529, 21). Despite his rejection of 
this argument, Luther was willing at times to reason a posteriori 
that the prohibitions of the apostolic council could not have been 
intended to be permanently binding because they had in fact 
lapsed. Thus he could speak of "certain incidental and external 
articles" that were decreed by the council, ''but not with the inten- 
tion that an eternal rule should remain in the church as an article 
of faith; for it has lapsed* (560, 4). He could maintain that "now 
that [wett] it has lapsed," it was permissible to ignore this decree 
(564, 15). It seems evident, however, that Luther was not contra- 
dicting his fundamental argument here, but only using this a 
posteriori reasoning to corroborate a repeal that he justified on 
other grounds. 

4. In short, it was false to say that on its own authority the 
church had amended the apostolic council; and though it was 
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true to say that the decrees of the council had lapsed, this was not 
a satisfactory explanation. Rhetorically Luther suggested that per- 
haps the way out of the difficulty was to erase the word "Holy 
Spirit" from the record and to interpret the decree as the opinion 
merely of the apostles, not of the Holy Spirit (529, 30). It was 
obvious that this evasion would not do either: This is ridiculous! 
You will have to think up something better" (529, 34). Another 
evasion that did not provide a workable solution was to declare 
that the council was speaking, not of the entire law of Moses, but 
only of portions of it, some of which could be imposed upon the 
Gentiles and others of which could not be imposed (563, 31). This 
would have been a new patch on an old garment and a violation 
of St. Peter's dictum that anyone who obeyed the law in one point 
would have to obey it in all points (Gal. 5:3). None of these expla- 
nationssome of them suggested facetiously by Luther and others 
advanced seriously by his opponents could account for the even- 
tual suspension or repeal of decrees that had been promulgated, 
not by mere bishops, but by the very apostles, not on their own, 
but with the supporting authority of the Holy Spirit. Did this 
imply that the decrees were eternally binding, or was there another 
interpretative device by which to show that they were not? 

The interpretative device that Luther employed was to contrast 
the fourfold decree of the apostolic council in Acts 15:29, which 
was based upon the recommendation of the Apostle James in Acts 
15:20, with the main address of the Apostle Peter in Acts 15:7-11, 
and particularly with the question of v. 10: "Why do you make 
trial of God by putting a yoke upon the neck of the disciples which 
neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear?" This contrast, 
which contained many echoes of Luther's more familiar contrast 
between James and Paul, noted that while Peter sought to excuse 
the Gentile converts to Christianity from the entire Mosaic law, 
James still wanted to require of them that they obey some of its 
prohibitions. Luther accused his Roman Catholic opponents, who 
claimed that the pope was the successor of St. Peter, of ignoring 
St. Peter and concentrating only upon St. James and his four points. 
Yet the main issue of the council was the one stated by St. Peter: 
that Gentile converts should know that they were saved by grace. 
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If there was a contradiction between this main issue and the four 
points of James, Luther was willing to say: *lf we cannot har- 
monize them, we shall have to let St. James go with his article and 
keep St. Peter with his chief article, on account of which the 
council was held; for without St. Peter's article no one can be 
saved" (564, 4). This distinction between the "chief article" [heubt- 
artickel] (564, 4), and the "peripheral matters'* [nebenhendlm] 
(565, 27), the full implications of which were to become a key to 
the entire conciliar question, enabled Luther to dismiss the four- 
fold prohibition of the apostolic council as a temporary regulation. 
St. Peter's article had to do with faith, St. James's with love. The 
basis of faith was permanent; therefore St. Peter's article was in- 
tended to be binding on the church in every age. The basis of love 
changed from one age to another; therefore St. James's article was 
relevant to the problem of Gentiles who did not want to offend 
their Jewish fellow-Christians, but it no longer applied when the 
reason for this restraint was gone (567, 10). By means of this 
contrast and distinction Luther was able to take his opponents' 
arguments, based upon the apostolic council in Acts 15, and to 
use them in support of his contention that a council had no author- 
ity to command new good works or to prescribe new ceremonies. 

C. The Role of Government 

After laying down the principles that a council had no right to 
promulgate new doctrines or to command new good works and 
ceremonies, Luther continued: "A council has no right to meddle 
in secular law and government" (613, 31). The full implications 
of this principle, however, do not come into view until one sets 
it into the context of Luther's interpretation of the role of secular 
government in a council For although he expressly forbade inter- 
ference by a council in the business of government, he did not 
forbid interference by government in the business of a council. 
Tn fact, he maintained, both from history and from an analysis of 
the contemporary scene, that the convoking of a church council 
was the business of government. As the government was obliged 
to come to the rescue in the case of a fire, so it could spring to the 
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aid of the church in an emergency by calling a council (616, 21). 
And he interpreted the efforts of the pope to convoke a council as 
proof that the pope had designs on secular authority and monarchy 
(523, 27). 

In support of this interpretation Luther cited historical prece- 
dents. The outbreak of the Arian heresy had proved too much 
for the clergy of Alexandria and even for other clergy. Therefore 
"the pious Emperor Constantine" added his authority to theirs and 
convoked the Council of Nicaea (616, 13). Luther's narrative of 
the circumstances leading up to the Council of Nicaea described 
the disappointment of the emperor when the church to which he 
had just granted peace was torn by strife over Arianism (548, 31). 
Luther admired the patience and humility of Constantine and half- 
humorously contrasted it with his own polemical style, confess- 
ing that he could never have written as gentle a letter as Constan- 
tine did to Anus and Bishop Alexander especially if he had been 
emperor I (549, 18). Hence it was thanks to the emperor, not to 
the pope, that the church had obtained the benefits of Nicaea. 
Whether Luther's opponents liked it or not, "history proves that 
if it had not been for the Emperor Constantine and if it had been 
up to Sylvester, the bishop of Rome, the first Council of Nicaea 
would never have been convoked" (522, 30). The same was true 
of all four great ecumenical councils. Bishops did call local synods 
on their own; but when an ecumenical council became necessary, 
the emperors had done the summoning (592, 21). The council 
after Nicaea, that of Constantinople, was summoned by Theo- 
dosius, also a "pious emperor" (576, 4). When Damasus, the bishop 
of Rome, had attempted to summon one without imperial authority 
a year later, the other bishops had refused to come (576, 10). As 
for the Council of Ephesus, "Latin writers would like to give the 
impression that the pope had a part in calling it, but the truth is 
that not the pope but the emperor had to summon his council" 
(581, 18). The same was true of the Council of Chalcedon (592, 
18). 

On the basis of these historical precedents Luther had main- 
tained all along that summoning a council to meet the challenges 
of the sixteenth century was a responsibility also of the secular 
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rulers. During the early years of the Reformation it had been his 
hope that Charles V could be prevailed upon to live up to this 
responsibility. He was persuaded that the pope would never con- 
sent to a council unless he was sure that he had the emperor, the 
kings, and the princes firmly in hand before the council was even 
assembled (510, 17). La the course of the years the Diet of Augs- 
burg seems to have been the dividing line-Luther had reluctantly 
come to the conclusion that the emperor could probably not be 
relied upon to meet this responsibility. Even in this treatise he 
could speak as though he meant it and say: The emperor and 
the kings should take hold here. And if the pope is unwilling, 
they should force him, as the emperors did in the case of the four 
chief councils" (622, 1). But the facts of life in both the spiritual 
and the secular realm had made it clear by the end of the 1530*8 
that the emperor would not take the lead in summoning the 
"free Christian council 1 * for which the Reformers had been appeal- 
ing. In part at least, the disappointment of his hopes about the 
emperor accounted for Luther's pessimism about the prospects for 
a council, about which we spoke in the first section of this chapter. 
Yet if there could not be an ecumenical council under the aus- 
pices of the emperor, perhaps it would be possible for the emperor 
and the German princes to convoke a provincial synod, one con- 
fined to the German lands (623, 17). More timid souls than Luther 
were afraid that such a council could cause a schism, although 
this is difficult to understand in view of the schism that had already 
become obvious by this time. Luther was not put off by such fear. 
On the contrary, he suggested the possibility that exactly the op- 
posite could be the result of such a provincial council. If other 
rulers saw the accomplishments of the provincial synod, they might 
be persuaded to accept its decisions even though they had not been 
participants in it. Perhaps a council, with its "strong voice that 
can be heard from afar," could accomplish what an individual 
theologian or preacher had been unable to accomplish. At least 
it was worth trying (623, 21). And if even this stratagem proved to 
be unrealistic and the emperor was unwilling to convoke a Ger- 
man council, Luther was already considering the possibility of a 
still narrower constituency. Perhaps the Reformation party could 
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hold its own council, without the pope and his supporters (514, 
20). Even by 1539 there were already enough problems within 
Protestantism itself to suggest to leaders in both the secular and 
the spiritual realm the idea of a purely Protestant assembly. This, 
too, would be a council summoned and assembled under the aegis 
of the government For secular rulers, "because they are Chris- 
tians, have the obligation to convoke a council" (623, 10). 

III. The Primary Concern of a Council 

From this detailed interpretation of the proper functions of 
a council and its limitations it is dear that by the time he com- 
posed The Councils and the Church Luther had developed a key 
to the interpretation of councils past and present. With its help 
he was able to make sense of the four great ecumenical councils, 
as well as of the "apostolic council" spoken of in the Book of Acts; 
at the same time he was able both to describe and to circumscribe 
his expectations of a future ecumenical council, if indeed there was 
to be one. 

The key was this: Every council had one primary concern, one 
principal doctrine, one chief issue, for the sake of which it was 
convoked. The decisions of the apostolic council and of the ecu- 
menical councils on the primary concern facing them were perma- 
nently binding. Other decisions, having to do with secondary and 
temporary concerns, were binding only so long as the conditions 
that called them forth stitt obtained. In opposition to the exaltation 
of conciliar authority by his opponents, therefore, Luther claimed 
to be reading the councils and fathers as they had wanted to be 
read, namely, as interpretations of the Sacred Scriptures, and to be 
concentrating upon the doctrinal questions that constituted the 
primary concern and the continuing importance of the councils. 
Using his new-found historical knowledge about the councils to 
good advantage (514, 26), Luther analyzed the source material 
before him in order to identify the primary concern of each council 
and hence to label as peripheral all those features of conciliar legis- 
lation which, on the strength of their being incorporated into the 
canon kw, continued to claim authority in the church. 
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As we have seen, Luther founded this distinction between the 
primary concern of a council and its peripheral legislation upon 
the precedent of the apostolic council. Its primary concern was 
expressed by Peter's insistence that no unnecessary burden was to 
be laid as a yoke upon the necks of Gentile converts to Christianity. 
At stake in this primary concern was the Gospel itself. The other 
actions of the council, i.e., its fourfold prohibition, had to be seen 
only in the light of this primary concern. Failure to read the acts of 
the apostolic council in such a light could lead one to repudiate 
its primary concern and to canonize its temporary and external 
legislation. It could lead also to a distorted conception of the 
business of a council, the notion that a council could and should 
promulgate new dogmas, prescribe new good works, invent new 
ceremonies that were binding upon consciences, and pass new 
laws for the secular government. Why, even the apostles in council 
assembled had refused to be innovators, but had grounded their 
decision about the primary concern of the council in the prece- 
dents of the Old Testament (562, 34). How much less right did 
any subsequent council have to demand eternal obedience for its 
temporary legislation! The great councils of the church had been 
great for the very reason that each of them had paid attention to 
its primary concern, disposing of other issues as the peripheral 
problems that they were. 

This, then, was Luther's basic thesis about the history of the 
ecumenical councils: "The decrees of the genuine councils must 
remain in force permanently, just as they have always been in 
force, especially the primary concerns for whose sake they are 
councils and are called such" (563, 24). The Council of Nicaea 
"dealt primarily with the doctrine that Christ is true God. It was 
convoked for the sake of this, and for the sake of this it is a council 
and is called such. Besides this they also dealt with certain acci- 
dental, temporal, external, and temporary matters, which are to 
be regarded as purely secular, not to be put on a par with the 
articles of faith and not to be observed as a permanent law" (559, 
31). Hence fidelity to Nicaea meant the affirmation of its primary 
concern, not the observance of its temporary regulations about the 
defection of soldiers (534, 1). Similarly, the doctrine of the deity 
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of the Holy Spirit was the primary concern of the Council of 
Constantinople, "the sole reason why it was held, on the basis of 
which the intention of the council can be understood" (579, 24). 
Other decisions of this second council, such as those regarding the 
elevation of the bishop of Constantinople to the rank of patriarch, 
were "not an article of faith, but an external and empirical work, 
which even reason can and should perform" (579, 29). The Coun- 
cil of Ephesus condemned the Nestorian heresy; its other decrees 

"have to do with temporal matters These we ignore" (583, 24). 

When he came to consider the Council of Chalcedon, Luther's 
sources of historical information were unclear. He confessed: 
"What the reason for this council was, I myself would like to learn 
from someone else" (592, 29). But his subsequent discussion of 
Eutyches showed that he was still operating with his key distinc- 
tion between the primary concern of a council and its secondary, 
peripheral decrees. 

In short, Luther affirmed the legitimacy of church councils past 
and present. But he insisted that if there were ever to be a coun- 
cil to deal with the issues raised by the Reformation, it had to 
address itself to this primary concern. Yet Luther was convinced 
that the pope wanted the council to consider everything imaginable 
except this primary concern. As Part I of this chapter has shown, 
he had no hope any longer that the central doctrinal concern of his 
Reformation could receive a fair hearing at any council to which 
a pope would consent. Therefore all he could envision was a papal 
council at which the pope would insist upon a vindication of his 
doctrinal position and then permit latitude and compromise on the 
peripheral issues that did not really matter. Luther's historical 
studies persuaded him that this was a reversal of the established 
procedure of the councils of the church, as well as an evasion of 
the responsibility now laid upon any church council. Although 
his distinction between primary concern and secondary issues 
provided later Protestants with an excuse for making their fateful 
distinction between the husk and the kernel of the Christian mes- 
sage, it did not enable him, with very meager historical resources, 
to penetrate by intuition into the issues that had confronted the 
ecumenical councils and to see their continuing relevance. Even 
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within the council described by the New Testament he was able to 
distinguish between the permanent and the temporary. 

Each generation of Protestants must reconsider the adequacy 
of this interpretation of church councils past and present. Each 
generation must also ask what did in fact happen when the appeal 
of the Reformers for a council was taken up in earnest. Certainly 
the Council of Trent dealt with many administrative and disciplin- 
ary problems, carrying out far-reaching reforms that permanently 
affected the organizational structure of Roman Catholicism. Yet 
it would not be accurate or fair to maintain that these reforms 
were at the cost of the "primary concern" that had been central to 
Luther and the Reformers. By its decrees on original sin, justifica- 
tion, and Scripture, the Council of Trent affirmed the conviction 
that these issues were indeed central to the Reformation contro- 
versies. The actual outcome of the Tridentine decrees may be 
another matter; but the evasion of the issues, of which Luther 
was afraid, did not in fact take place. In a formal sense if not in 
a material sense, therefore, Trent met Luther's requirements for 
a council. His attitude toward church councils obliges his descen- 
dants to look seriously, not only at the Council of Trent, but at 
subsequent councils as well. For the inter-relation between Luther 
and the councils shows how the Roman Catholicism that con- 
voked these councils and the Lutheranism that provoked these 
councils are bound together in a mysterious and mutual responsi- 
bility. 

Notes 

1. "Disputatio Excellentium theo- bert Stupperich, "Die Reformatoren 
logorum lohannis Eddi et Martini und das Tridentinum," Archiv fur Re- 
Lutheri Augustiniam," Lathers Werke formationsgeschtchte, XLVH (1956), 
(Weimar edition, henceforth abbre- 20-62, especially the section on "Lu- 
viated as WA) 2, 288; cf. Jaroslav thers Steflung zum Konzil im Aflge- 
PeEkan, "Luther's Attitude Toward meinen," pp. 23 ff. 

John Hus," Concordia Theological 3. "Appellatio F. Martini Luther ad 

Monthly, XIX (1948), 747-763. Concilium," WA 2, 36-40. 

2. Theodor Kolde, Luthers SteUung 4. "Ein Sermon vom Salorament des 
zu Konzil und Kirche bis zum Worm- Leichnams Christi/* WA 2, 742. 

ser Reichstag (Giitersloh, 1876), while 5. "An den christhchen Adel deut- 
outdated, is stfll useful. See also Ro- scher Nation," WA 6, 404^469. 



60 



The Papal Council and the Gospel 



6. The most recent and balanced ac- 
count of these negotiations is Hubert 
Jedin, Geschictoc de* Kvnzus von 
Trient, I (Freiburg, 1951). 

7. Cf. W. Kohler, Luther und die 
Rirchengeschichte (Erlangen, 1900) 
and Ernst Schaf er, Luther ds Kirchen- 
histonker (Guteisloh, 1897). This 
study had been facilitated by the ap- 
pearance in 1538 of Peter Crabbe's 
edition of the acts of the councils, 
Cancdia omnia (cf. WA 50, 502) 
Crabbe's book is in the Library of 



8. Cf. Schafer, op tit., pp. 83 ff 

9. "Von den Konzihis und Kir- 
chen," WA 50, 509-653 Both the 
English translation by C S. Smyth in 



1847 and that by C. M. Jacobs in 
1931 translated Kirchen as a plural, 
"churches/' 

10. The numerals in the text refer 
to the page and line of the Weimar 
edition with which the citation or 
summary begins. 

11. Adolf von Harnack, Lehrbuch 
der Dogmengeschichte (Tubingen, 
1932), III, 847-896. 

12. "Vom Abendmahl Christi. Be- 
kenntms," WA 26, 319-323. 

13. "Spruche wider das Konstanzer 
KonzuY' WA 39, 22 

14. The sermons appear, WA 15, 
571-602. 

15. See, for example, "Enairatio 
in Genesin," WA 42, 54-55. 



GEORGE A. LINDBECK 



Chapter IV 

Roman Catholicism on the 
Eve of the Council 



Two opposing, even contradictory, tendencies dominate the con- 
temporary Roman Catholic scene. A secularist or a Roman Catholic 
might not see the situation in quite these terms, but such must be 
the judgment of the Protestant who is concerned about evaluating 
the present from the viewpoint of the Reformation understanding 
of the Christian faith. On the one hand, there is a whole complex 
of developments leading to an increased emphasis on what he 
believes are the central Christian realities. It is possible to speak of 
a genuine "evangelical revival" within the Roman Church, strange 
though this expression may seem to many. Yet there are also con- 
trary movements, the most striking of which is the growing im- 
portance of the Virgin Mary both in popular piety and in the most 
recent dogma, that of the Assumption (195D). The Protestant 
regrets these latter tendencies just as much as he approves the 
former, and thus he finds it difficult to understand how both can 
develop together. The result is that he is tempted to ignore one or 
the other side of the picture and to describe contemporary Roman 
Catholicism either with excessive enthusiasm or, even more un- 
fortunately, with unjustified animus and disgust. It is no doubt 
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impossible to achieve an entirely balanced view, yet it is this for 
which we must strive in order to understand the role which the 
coming council could play in the history of the Roman church. 

Before attempting a more detailed description of the evangelical 
renewal, it is well to remind ourselves that Roman Catholicism 
varies enormously from one part of the world to another. This is 
inevitable in a communion found on all continents, which claims 
five hundred million adherents, has two thousand bishops, and 
maintains on the foreign mission field alone a force of one hundred 
thousand priests, brothers, and nuns. 1 Further, the leadership as a 
matter of deliberate pokey adapts itself to different conditions and 
tolerates extreme diversity on certain matters, while remaining firm 
on others, for it knows that only thus can it keep within the church 
men of widely varying races and cultures who differ radically in 
their political persuasions, intellectual outlooks, and style of moral 
and religious life. Everyone knows that Roman Catholicism in 
northern and southern Europe, or in North and South America, 
does not have the same external appearance, but the depth of the 
contrasts is often far greater than either Protestants or Catholics 
generally realize. Most non-Europeans are greatly surprised by 
the strength of the evangelical component in the Catholicism of 
transalpine Europe, especially where French or German is spoken, 
and in the Low countries (though it has also radiated outward to 
other areas). The contrary tendencies are present everywhere, but 
are most powerful in Spain, Italy, and Latin America. Furthermore, 
in some of these areas there are still abuses similar to those of the 
late medieval church, such as clerical corruption, pagan supersti- 
tions, and the forcible repression of other religious groups. Here 
the Protestant view of the Roman Church is dark indeed. In 
English-speaking lands conditions of still another type prevail, for 
while the moral level in general is high and the people are loyal 
to the church, yet far more than in some European circles there is 
a legalistic and juridical emphasis on the institution and its dogma 
rather than on the power of Christ's grace in Sacraments, Scripture, 
and preaching. 

These objective differences, however, are not the only ones which 
produce radically divergent attitudes towards Roman Catholicism. 
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There is in many quarters a deep-seated conviction, fostered in part 
by Catholic claims of unchangeableness, that the Roman church 
must forever remain basically the same as it was at the time of 
the Reformation and during the wars of religion. As a result even 
more Europeans, and many more outside Europe, minimize the 
great changes which have taken place, and continue to regard the 
pope as a dose relative of the Antichrist and such groups as the 
Jesuits as dangerous and unprincipled conspirators. Diversity of 
theological perspective introduces another variable. A man who 
agrees with the Reformers that the Bible and the early creeds have 
some genuine authority, or with Luther on the Sacraments, or 
with the Anglicans on the importance of the episcopacy will be 
inclined, other things being equal, to have a more favorable view 
of Roman Catholicism than will a radical theological liberal or 
an extreme congregationalist. This, to be sure, is not inevitable, 
for, to cite just one exception, some free-church liberals 2 have a 
tremendous appreciation for certain mystical movements within 
Catholicism which greatly trouble most Calvinists and Lutherans 
(as well as, it should be added, some Roman Catholics). Still an- 
other factor which influences men's judgments in these matters is 
their social and political views, as in the case of some Americans 
who argue that democratic beliefs regarding the organization of 
both ecclesiastical and civil society are the only proper ones for a 
Christian to hold. 

Influential though these considerations are, the most important 
detriment of Protestant and Catholic reactions to each other is what 
I fear must be called the struggle for power between the confes- 
sions. Where this is quiescent, where the fronts have for centuries 
been stable, as in much of Europe, it is easier for the two parties 
to look at each other without undue aggressiveness or feelings of 
insecurity and so to appreciate each other's good points even while 
continuing to disagree. It is even possible for friendly, constructive 
relations to develop, as happened especially during the last war 
when both groups were threatened by a common foe. Protestants 
were impressed by the resistance of the Roman Church to Nazism, 
which in Germany, though not without hesitations, was generally 
firmer than their own. When priests and pastors were imprisoned 
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together they also talked and prayed together, thereby discovering 
that they were far more closely united in their common faith and 
loyalty to Jesus Christ than they had realized. As a result of these 
experiences Una Sancta groups, concerned with rapprochement 
between the confessions, multiplied, and even now, when that 
movement has declined, for reasons which we shall later mention, 
the conversation between the theologians of the two groups grows 
ever more vigorous and fruitful- The focus is on fundamental doc- 
trinal problems, on the right understanding of sin and salvation, of 
Christ and the church, rather than on the social and political 
questions which dominate interconfessional discussions in other 
places such as the United States. Furthermore, these doctrinal 
debates have generally moved beyond the hostile and sterile 
polemics of past centuries into a cooperative search for the fullness 
of the truth that is in Jesus Christ in which each side learns from 
the other. There is nevertheless a full consciousness that funda- 
mental and, humanly speaking, irreconcilable differences still re- 
main, but this is combined with a sense of genuine Christian 
brotherhood and a realization on the part of many that Protestants 
and Catholics stand united in common opposition to growing secu- 
larism, to anti-Christian movements outside the church, and to 
indifference and purely cultural religion within. 

The situation is utterly different on most mission fields, for there 
the two confessions are in direct competition. Roman Catholics often 
resort to extreme measures to persuade prospective converts that 
theirs is the only true church, while Protestants are frequently 
convinced that the Catholics are primarily interested in power 
and numbers and not in genuine conversions to Christian faith. 
Thus real bitterness sometimes develops and the missionaries of 
the two groups face each other with mutual hostility and suspicion. 

The worst conditions of all exist where Protestantism threatens 
to make inroads among traditionally Catholic peoples, such as those 
of Spain and South America, especially when these are of a low 
cultural and educational level. This sometimes leads to govern- 
mental persecution and sometimes to physically violent reactions on 
the part of priests and laity even when the government and the 
hierarchy, as in Colombia, have made at least some efforts to restrain 
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them. Such incidents magnify the tensions in other parts of the 
world, for Catholics are inclined to think that they have been 
greatly exaggerated, while Protestants usually believe, sometimes 
against the evidence, that they have been engineered or favored 
by higher authorities in the church. Protestants are also likely to 
forget that similar outrages have been committed in the not too 
distant past against growing Catholic minorities even in places 
like the United States. In that country there were numerous out- 
breaks, especially in the decades just prior to the Civil War. Some 
were extremely violent, as, for example, the three-day anti-Catholic 
riot in Philadelphia in 1844 when thirteen were killed, fifty badly 
injured, two churches, a seminary, and blocks of houses destroyed, 
and the bishop was forced to take refuge in the home of one of the 
few kindly disposed Protestant ministers. 3 Such events are seared 
into the memories of American Catholics but are utterly unknown 
to most Protestants, who instead have vivid recollections of the 
Spanish Inquisition and the persecutions of the French Huguenots. 
Although mass bigotry is no longer a problem in America, as is 
proved by the election of Mr. Kennedy to the presidency, both 
confessions are still inevitably affected by the existence of a power 
struggle in which Roman Catholicism continues to make gains in 
a traditionally Protestant land. It seems unlikely that these ad- 
vances will in the future be primarily numerical, for the proportion 
of Roman Catholics appears to be more or less stabilized at about 
33-35% of those with religious affiliations and at about somewhat 
less than 25% of the total population, but the influence of this 
minority is constantly increasing. 4 Because of their relatively recent 
immigrant origin, it is only in the last decades that Roman Catho- 
lics have begun to move in large numbers from the ranks of the 
urban workers into the middle and upper classes, and with this 
rise in status comes a corresponding increase in their power to 
shape society, especially in such sensitive areas as school policy, 
censorship, and medical ethics (e.g., in regard to the dispensing 
of birth-control information). The resulting apprehensions of non- 
Catholics are aggravated by the fact that American Catholic atti- 
tudes are still to a certain extent that of a belligerent, somewhat 
foreign, and therefore emotionally insecure minority. Perhaps in 
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order to compensate for this, hyper-patriotic and ultra-nationalistic 
movements, such as that led by the late Senator Joseph McCarthy, 
have recently developed a special appeal to many Catholics, and 
this in turn further strengthens an image of Catholic totalitarianism 
and reaction which is actually misleading, for the semi-proletarian 
character of the Roman church in America has meant that both its 
people and its leadership have in the past usually provided more 
support for social reforms than have Protestant denominations. 
Another result of this historical background is that American 
Catholicism displays a peculiar combination of practical pro- 
gressiveness and theological and liturgical rigidity. Efficiency and 
flexibility were necessary in order to accomplish the tremendous 
task of caring for the millions of immigrants who flooded these 
shores, but this has left little time and energy for creative intellec- 
tual and spiritual concerns. One American Jesuit recently com- 
mented that the seven million Catholics of Austria are "incompa- 
rably more productive theologically" than the economically far 
richer forty million Catholics in the United States. 5 It has also 
been pointed out that not one of the bishops, archbishops, and 
cardinals in the history of the American Catholic Church is the 
son of a university graduate. 6 For all these reasons, the American 
Protestant attitude toward Roman Catholicism is generally a pecu- 
liar compound of intellectual, cultural, and religious contempt com- 
bined with what are often unrealistic fears of its reactionary author- 
itarianism and power. 

It should not be supposed that the reality fully corresponds to 
this picture. What we have called the evangelical revival is making 
rapid progress in the ranks of the priests and theologians who will 
be the leaders of tomorrow and also among the growing group of 
lay Catholic intellectuals. In one area many American Catholics 
have been in the forefront of reform, for their devotion to American 
ideals of religious freedom have made them for nearly a hundred 
years an increasingly powerful force pressing for the revision of 
the traditional, intolerant position that in primarily Catholic society 
the church should make use of the state to repress heresy. Yet, 
when all is said, it must be admitted that North American Roman 
Catholicism is very different from the northern European variety, 
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and that both these diverge sharply from the Italian, Spanish, or 
Latin American forms. Which of these, many people ask, is truly 
Roman? What is the essential reality lying behind the diverse 
manifestations? 

The meaning of this question often proves to be: What are the 
views of the hierarchy, the Vatican Curia, the pope? What sort of 
Catholicism do they consider ideal, and what would they like to 
see realized everywhere? Are not the more hopeful developments 
at which we have hinted simply expedient compromises, and would 
not the leaders like to see a restoration of what is often represented 
as the late medieval situation in which a juridical and legalistic 
religion completely rules the hearts of men by means of sacra- 
mental magic, hagiographical superstition, and the fear of dis- 
obedience? 

If a man is determined to believe that this is the case, it is 
impossible to convince him of error even by volumes of evidence. 
He takes opposing facts simply as proof of the cleverness of the 
hierarchy in concealing its true purposes, while he seizes on every 
word or act which suggests restorationism and there are many of 
these as support for his thesis. Actually, there are great differences 
of opinion even at the top of the hierarchy as to what genuinely 
promotes the welfare of the church. Some dare not trust the free 
work of the Holy Spirit in any measure and would like to confine 
it rigorously within fixed patterns of thought and practice devel- 
oped during the post-Reformation centuries. Others have seen that 
this defensiveness was disastrous, that the privileges which the 
church had acquired were corrupting, and that new challenges 
cannot be met by maintaining old forms en bloc but only by taking 
the risks of change and creativity and by greater reliance upon the 
power of the Gospel. 

The first signs of renewal, the beginnings of a shift to this second 
approach, are discernible already shortly after the First Vatican 
Council (1869-1870) in the Pontificate of a truly great man, Leo 
XIII (1878-1903). He was not in any full sense a representative 
of the present phase of the evangelical revival but he had the 
courage and insight to recognize the need for 'reformation" as 
opposed to "restoration." He forced the reactionary French major- 
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ity in the church, which had come close to identifying Catholicism 
and royalism, to come to terms with the Republic and, going even 
farther in this direction, he insisted in such encyclicals as Rerum 
Novarum 7 on the justice of major parts of the socialist program, 
thus helping, at least in Germany and the United States, to arrest 
that progressive alienation of the proletariat which had resulted 
from the alliance of the church with the propertied classes. The 
intellectual backwardness and obscurantism of the past were 
attacked by Leo XIII's sponsorship of archeological and biblical 
studies and, more ambiguously, by his encouragement of the study 
of earlier medieval thinkers, especially Thomas Aquinas, in prefer- 
ence to later commentators. Perhaps most important of all was his 
recommendation of private Bible reading, which reversed earlier 
prohibitions (renewed as late as 1836) against lay use of the Bible 
without special permission. It is characteristic also that in dealing 
with the reunion of Christians in the encyclical Praeclara he 
avoided the traditional terms "schism," "heresy," "sect," and spoke 
of Protestants as "most beloved brethren." These may seem like 
small details, but they were symptomatic of a revolutionary change 
in atmosphere. 

The progress started under Leo XIII has continued with increas- 
ing momentum down to the present day. To be sure, it has not been 
continuous and has at time been halted and even reversed in an 
effort to control forces which the Vatican considered disruptive. 
The first check was administered by Pius X, when in the encyclical 
Pascendi (1907) he condemned the so-called Catholic modernists, 
who included some of the most able and, in the opinion of non- 
Catholics, some of the most Christian thinkers of the time. Two 
of the greatest sympathizers with many aspects of modernism, 
Baron von Hiigel and Lord Acton, were not actually forced out of 
the church, but the values for which they stood were stifled, and 
only now are some of them beginning to emerge from a cloud of 
suspicion. 

Further action against excessive freedom in doctrine or practice 
has been taken in the last two decades especially by the limiting of 
ecumenical discussion with non-Roman Catholics (the Monitum of 
June 5, 1948, which was moderated by the Instruction Ecclesia 
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Catholica of Dec. 20, 1949 ), 8 by the warning against various theo- 
logical and philosophical developments in Humani Generis (1950), 
and by the disbanding of the French worker priests which started 
under Pius XII and was completed by the present pope, John 
XXIII, in 1959. 9 The Reformation Protestant regrets these measures, 
not because he entirely approves of what they condemned mod- 
ernism had its dubious aspects and the loss to Communism of some 
of the generally admirable worker priests clearly had to be stopped 
but because these papal actions often rejected the good together 
with the bad, violated evangelical freedom, and seem to have been 
concerned more with maintaining ecclesiastical power than with 
the Gospel. Nevertheless it is clearly wrong to argue, as is some- 
times done, that such incidents prove that Rome has in no way 
changed. Rather they are eddies in a current of renewal which 
has been flowing now for over eighty years. 

External aspects of the church have been affected by reforms, 
such as those started by Pius X (1903-1914), which have eliminated 
certain abuses from the Vatican Curia, improved its administrative 
responsibility and efficiency, and simplified the luxurious and 
archaic etiquette which surrounds the pope. When John XXIII 
to mention just one small detail walks rather than is carried in 
triumphal state into St. Peter's, he reminds the Catholic faithful 
of what a Christian pastor should be rather than of the worldly 
princelings which past popes have so often been. The internation- 
alization of the church has also progressed enormously through the 
consecration of native bishops in China, India, and Africa, and 
through changes in the College of Cardinals, in which now for the 
first time since the Reformation Italians are in the minority. As a 
result of these and similar improvements, the Roman church is 
reported on the basis of an extensive independent investigation to 
be administratively more efficient than are most first-rate business 
corporations. 10 It must be remembered, of course, that progress of 
this sort is purely instrumental and can be used either for good or 
ill. When it is employed, as often seems to be the case, in order 
to increase what even many Catholics consider the excessive cen- 
tralization of power in Rome, it is to be regretted. There is now, 
however, much discussion about measures which can be taken to 
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increase the authority and independence of the bishops, perhaps 
even by supplementing and thereby modifying the impression left 
by the Vatican decrees on the infallibility of the pope. 

More unequivocally good is the extensive withdrawal of the 
Roman church from that direct involvement with the state which 
has been one of the greatest sources of its corruption. There is a 
growing conviction, echoes of which are heard even in Spain, that 
it is not only inexpedient but unchristian for the church to utilize 
temporal power in order forcibly to maintain its position in society. 
This position is represented by the great majority of post-war 
Roman Catholic writers on this subject and was even reflected in 
Pius XIFs speech on toleration in 1953, which contained what has 
been widely interpreted as an indirect rebuke to the rigid tradi- 
tionalism of Cardinal Ottaviani (who is still, however, one of the 
leading figures in the Curia). 11 

Improvements in canon law were also made in the codification 
of 1917, and these open up the possibility of greater and much 
needed changes in this mass of legalistic, casuistic regulations 
which govern so large a part of a Roman Catholic's life. It is too 
easily forgotten that many of the most typical features of the 
Roman church, such as clerical celibacy and the withholding of the 
cup from the laity in Communion, belong in the area of things 
which can in principle be altered and that, as a matter of fact, 
these two practices do not exist in those Oriental churches that are 
in communion with Rome. In recent years there has been specu- 
lation about the possibility of making all sorts of canonical con- 
cessions to any Protestant groups which may be interested in union 
with Rome, and in Europe the ban on married priests has actually 
been lifted in several instances in order to make possible the ordi- 
nation of Protestant ministers who were converted to Catholicism. 
Much more significant in the long run, however, is the increasing 
role which the laity is playing in the Roman church. The most 
impressively visible example of this the many kinds of work car- 
ried on by Catholic Action however, has generally been tightly 
controlled by the clergy, though this is decreasing. Lay orders 
are being formed, more and more lay men and women are studying 
theology, and such thinkers as Gilson and Maritain (to mention 
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only those who currently have the greatest international reputa- 
tion) have exerted a greater influence even on theologians than 
have all but a handful of clerics. The previously neglected doctrine 
of universal priesthood (which, according to Roman Catholics, all 
believers share, though in subordination to the special priesthood) 
has become one of the favorite themes of contemporary theology 
and was also emphasized in the papal encyclicals Mystici corporis 
(1943) and Mediator del (1947). This has even led to the sug- 
gestion that it might be possible to establish a lay College of Car- 
dinals which would restore to the people some of the influence in 
the direction of the church which they had in the early centuries. 12 
Supporting and inspiring this movement is the great progress 
which has been made in the study and use of the Bible. On the 
scholarly side the encyclical Divino afflante Spiritu (1943) is of 
special significance, for it together with various decisions of the 
Papal Biblical Commission silently rescinded many of the repres- 
sive measures taken at the time of the modernist controversy, and 
it also acknowledged that the Hebrew and Greek originals have 
greater authority than does the Latin Vulgate, which for four hun- 
dred years had been supreme. Roman Catholics are now as free 
to reach unbiased decisions on textual problems as are Protestants, 
and the differences in recent translations prepared by the two 
groups are so minor that in 1960 arrangements were made in 
America to start on the preparation of an interconfessional English 
edition of the Bible. There has also suddenly developed a surpris- 
ing degree of agreement with Protestant scholars on critical, his- 
torical, and exegetical questions. Catholics are willing to admit that 
they have learned much from non-Catholics about the Scriptures, 
and Protestants in turn acknowledge that Catholics are now begin- 
ning to produce quantities of first-rate biblical work. This has im- 
portant theological consequences, as is illustrated by the many 
Roman Catholic scholars who, while still criticizing Luther's under- 
standing of faith at certain points, nevertheless admit that he is 
much closer to the Apostle Paul on this matter than were Catholic 
theologians and catechisms of the past few centuries. Thus biblical 
studies constitute the one area in which cooperation between the 
confessions is already extensive and constantly becoming more so. 
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This biblical revival has not been confined to the scholarly level 
but has also penetrated deeply in some places into the lives of the 
people. Many new translations have been widely circulated, so 
that in marked contrast to the situation even a generation ago, it 
is now usual rather than unusual for Catholic homes in many 
lands to have a Bible. It is already half a century since daily 
scripture reading was first recommended to all Catholics by a pope, 
and while such admonitions have only gradually taken effect, this 
practice is now followed by millions of Catholics, especially in 
areas where the bishops are concerned to encourage it. Bible 
courses have been instituted and extensive guides to the study of 
the Bible have been prepared and widely circulated among the 
laity in Europe, as well as during the last couple of years in die 
United States. These follow the doctrinal standards of the church, 
but the distortions of the biblical message are substantially less 
than in the past, so that the Protestant cannot but rejoice that the 
religious life especially of devout Catholics is being increasingly 
nourished by Scripture. 

In the judgment of Roman Catholics, however, the modern 
liturgical movement is of surpassing importance for the growth of 
Christian life among the people. It provides, they believe, the 
proper soil for the development of both lay participation and a 
biblical orientation. In the Roman Catholic setting, contrary to 
what is often true in Protestant circles, there is no opposition be- 
tween liturgical and scriptural interests, and they are generally 
combined in the same persons. Despite later accretions, the liturgy 
is still primarily biblical, and furthermore, the reforms are directed 
towards regaining the liturgical emphases of the early centuries 
which are even more unmistakably scriptural. All efforts are con- 
centrated on restoring congregational worship to its original pri- 
macy, and in this there is a similarity to one of the major concerns 
of the Protestant Reformation (even though it should be added 
that preaching the Word, while not entirely neglected, is not as 
important for the modern Catholic liturgical movement as it was 
for the Reformers). What is important is that the entire congre- 
gation learn to participate intelligently in the central worship 
service of the church, la this way an effort is made to overcome 
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both the extreme objectivism of the older views, according to 
which the priest alone acts and the congregation is entirely passive, 
and also the accompanying subjectivism and individualism, espe- 
cially popular during the nineteenth century, which recommended 
that the devout believer busy himself with his own prayers and 
meditations during the mass. Now all are urged to "pray the mass" 
instead of "praying in the mass.** 13 

Pius X was the first of the popes to press the cause of litur- 
gical reform, as he did especially in the encyclical Musicae sacrae 
disciplinae, which urged congregational participation in the mass. 
His initiatives have been continued by later popes, culminating in 
1950 in the greatest liturgical change in many centuries, the re- 
shaping of the services for Holy Week. The Vatican has also done 
much to encourage more frequent communion and the use by die 
people of translated missals enabling them to follow the mass in 
their own language. The last of these innovations has become well- 
nigh universal in northern Europe and in North America, though in 
the latter area it is still recent. In 1928 only fifty thousand vernacular 
missals were in circulation, while by 1956 a single one of the 
nineteen available editions had sold thirteen million copies in 
the United States. 14 One of the long-range obj'ectives of the litur- 
gical movement is the replacement of Latin by the mother tongue, 
first in the sacramental rites (Baptism, marriage, burial, etc.) and 
ultimately in the entire liturgy, except for the sacramental words 
proper. The first steps in this direction have been taken in much 
of transalpine Europe, but North America and, even more, South 
America, lag behind, largely because the people and bishops have 
generally not been interested in requesting the necessary permis- 
sion. There are therefore few dialogue masses and nothing com- 
parable to the vernacular hymn singing so common in Germany, 
where the songs are often the same as those used in Protestant 
churches. The obj'ective in a great many churches seems to be the 
operation of an efficient production line in which the thousands of 
parishioners are rushed through a forty-minute routine, including 
both confession and mass, which requires little more than their 
physical presence. 

Even in North America, however, the style of church sanctuaries 
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has been influenced by liturgical reforms favoring simplicity often 
greater simplicity than is found in Protestant churches. The altar, 
which was formerly removed from the congregation and often 
hidden behind a choir screen, is now advanced towards the people 
and sometimes becomes an altar-table behind which the priest 
celebrates mass while facing the congregation. A cross or crucifix 
is central, while other statues and pictures are either banished 
entirely or exiled to the periphery. Everything is done to overcome 
the traditional view that the mass is a priestly act done for the 
benefit of spectators, and to replace it with an experience of com- 
mon worship in which the priest and the congregation together 
participate in a personal manner in the one and only sacrifice of 
Christ on the cross which is here made present for the salvation of 
the world. 

Those familiar with Reformation controversies recognize that the 
liturgical movement meets many of the most serious of the original 
Protestant objections to Roman Catholic sacramentalism. It centers 
worship on Cod's saving acts in Jesus Christ and, as is evident in 
many European parishes, pushes into the background the histori- 
cally more popular forms of Catholic devotion, such as pilgrimages, 
indulgences, novenas, and the veneration of saints and relics. The 
magical attitude towards the Sacraments is replaced by a sense 
of personal involvement and commitment. Such doctrinal affirma- 
tions as that of transubstantiation are persistently maintained, but 
the practical religious meaning of these is largely transformed when 
the mass is viewed, not as a ritual in which the priest "makes 
God" (to cite a phrase which was current before the Reformation), 
but as the way in which Christ gives himself in his full divine- 
human reality in order that men "may know him and the power 
of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like 
him in his death" (Phil. 3:10 RSV). It is in terms such as these 
that the theologians associated with the liturgical revival explain 
the Sacraments. Their favorite themes are the incorporation of the 
Christian into Christ and into the church as his mystical body 
which in the past was often considered a dangerous notion. For 
them the Sacraments are not rituals which God has empowered 
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certain men to perform in order impersonally to produce all sorts 
of good effects, from the cure of sick cattle to the release of souls 
from purgatory, but they are rather the means whereby Christ 
makes himself present in his church and incorporates men into 
himself. 

It would be an exaggeration to suggest that the full dimensions 
of these views have penetrated deeply into the parishes of even 
the most liturgically (and evangelically) advanced areas of Europe. 
In English-speaking lands, not to mention Latin countries, born 
knowledge and sympathy are largely absent, and the relatively 
slight reforms of worship which occur have been met by incom- 
prehension, indifference, and even resistance. The American priest 
who used the title of Shakespeare's play "Much Ado About Nothing" 
to describe the liturgical movement is by no means an exception. 15 
And yet the progress made in parts of Europe and in smaller 
circles in other regions should not be underestimated. It is as a 
result of this that a German Roman Catholic theologian asserts that 
the piety of the most active Catholics is now Christocentric and 
theocentric, grounded in the Bible and the liturgy. He continues: 

Despite all the defects which we have mentioned, one should not fail 
to note a great religious upsurge in the Catholic Church of this century. 
Further, it will be necessary in these matters to have patience and not 
require from uneducated Catholics the same as from educated, from a 
southern temperament, the same as from a northern, from areas which 
have no living contact with Protestantism and its concerns, the same as 
from the confessionally mixed and therefore in many respects more 
awakened regions. Definite beginnings are to be found everywhere, 
and for the future the Catholic elite is more important than the often 
sluggish Catholic masses. We discover time and again . . . that the 
spirituality of the religiously leading Catholics and Protestants has come 
to be very similar and spirituality is more important than a multitude 
of divisive externalities. Time and again Catholics and Protestants who 
have come to know each other well discover with astonishment how 
alike they have become despite their abiding differences. This is a 
likeness which is ultimately grounded on faith in the same Father 
through the same Jesus Christ, in praying the same Lord's Prayer and 
the same Psalms, in meditating on and studying the same Holy Writ, in 
life out of the same Baptism, the same spirit, and the same still too little 
recognized great common Christian tradition. 16 
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Roman Catholics who are as close to Protestants as this quotation 
suggests have inevitably come to view the Reformation with far 
greater sympathy than would have been imagined possible half 
a century ago. Leading Roman Catholic historians of that time 
still argued that Luther was fundamentally a fornicator. Great 
scholars such as Denifle and Grisar were more subtle, but they 
still pictured hfry* either morally corrupt or psychopathic. An almost 
complete reversal of this view is represented by die contemporary 
Roman Catholic Johannes Hessen, who regards Luther as a prophet 
raised up by God to reform Christendom, forced out of the church 
primarily because of the sinful stubbornness of the authorities and 
only secondarily because of his own attitudes. 17 This is somewhat 
extreme, and more representative of Roman Catholic opinion is 
Lortz's description of the Reformer as a man of truly Christian 
faith who attacked genuine evils within the late medieval church, 
but who was betrayed by his excessive subjectivism into a break 
with Rome. 18 This is now the standard view in German theological 
circles, and it is being increasingly accepted in other parts of the 
world. Progress is slow, however, especially in polemical popular 
literature, and even "For many a Catholic student of theology, 
pecca forttier sed jortius crede ("sin boldly but believe more 
boldly 3 *) is the formula which genuinely, adequately, and loyally 
expresses the complete thought of Luther." 19 

Associated with this re-evaluation of the Reformation is a new 
emphasis on the need for constant reform within the Roman Cath- 
olic Church itself. 20 It is admitted that the church badly needed 
to be purified in the 16th century, but it is then argued that this 
has been largely accomplished and that additional and never- 
ending progress is possible. All Roman Catholics firmly maintain 
the traditional teaching that the divine institution and constitution 
of the church are spotless and irref onnable, but it has now been 
suggested by one author that human and divine elements are so 
intertwined that it is misleading simply to say, as is customary, 
that "there are sinners in the church but the church itself is sinless." 
One must also speak of "a sinning church.** After all, two of the 
collects repeated each year in every Roman Catholic congregation 
speak of God as "purifying his church," thus implying that "the sin 
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in the church affects, burdens, wounds, and distorts the church 
itself and must be constantly struggled against in all the areas 
of its life. 21 

These attitudes have made possible a new and, it must be 
granted, more effective Roman Catholic apologetics which repu- 
diates those ill-tempered and often historically dishonest polemi- 
cists who try to derive all the evils of the modem West from Prot- 
estant and secularist departures from Rome. Instead of this, it is 
granted that Catholics, including many of the leaders, have con- 
tributed much to these evils and that, on the other hand, a great 
deal of good has developed outside of Catholicism. Thus, for 
example, Father Bouyer says of the Reformation that all its positive 
concerns were good and valid. 

This Roman Catholic author approves Luther's emphasis on 
justification by faith, Calvin's stress on the glory of God, and even, 
to a certain extent, the Reformation insistence on primacy of 
Scripture and the priesthood of all believers. The trouble with 
the Reformation, he says, was that to each of its positive and 
genuinely Christian emphases it attached a corresponding and 
unnecessary negation. Justification by faith resulted in a neglect 
(perhaps not by Luther but by his followers) of the doctrine of 
sanctification. The rightful concentration on the glory and power 
of Cod was combined with the depreciation of human worth; the 
sola scriptura was associated with an attack on reason, and the 
priesthood of all believers was interpreted in an individualistic 
way which destroyed any proper notion of the church. Now, 
Bouyer continues, these principles should be held together, rather 
than be made into opposites. When they are made into contradic- 
tory, rather than complementary, assertions, then what has hap- 
pened in Protestantism becomes inevitable. Men swing from one 
extreme to another. After neglecting sanctification at the expense 
of justification, they come to do the opposite, neglect faith and the 
grace of God, and make salvation a matter of Puritanic moralism 
or else of "social-gospel" activism. Indeed, in a good deal of modem 
Protestantism there has been a more radical works-righteousness, 
a more complete indifference to God's grace, than was ever true 
of the theology whatever may have been true of the practice 
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of the Middle Ages. The same pendulum movement can be seen 
in other aspects of Protestantism. After elevating God at the ex- 
pense of man, man has been exalted so as to throw God in the 
shadow and an anti-rational biblicism has often been replaced by 
an anti-biblical rationalism. The lesson to be drawn from all these 
observations, so Bouyer maintains, is that the only way to preserve 
the positive and proper truths of the Reformation is to hold them 
within the balanced structure of justification and sanctification, of 
the glory of God and the dignity of man, of reason and faith, 
Bible and tradition, individual and church, which is represented 
by Roman Catholicism. So this Roman Catholic author concludes 
that in the future, even if not in the past, the positive aspects of the 
Reformation have a better chance of prospering inside the Roman 
church than outside. The future of the Reformation lies within 
Romanism, and the best way to be a good son of Luther or Calvin 
is to join the Roman Church. 22 

Any Protestant whose primary concern is that the Gospel of 
Christ be preached, whether by Catholic or by Protestant, will 
rejoice at the unprecedented^ evangelical accents of these new 
apologists. He will be thankful for the progress which has been 
made and will pray that it may continue. Yet he will also find 
himself wondering about the relation of these Catholics, to whom 
he feels so dose in spirit, to all the unreformed and unchristian 
elements in the Roman church. How can they reconcile themselves 
to the official toleration and even encouragement of popular super- 
stitions, to the unscriptural and irref ormable dogmas, to the idola- 
trous absolutization of the human element involved in ecclesiastical 
authoritarianism and papal infallibility? He will try to ask these 
questions without self-righteousness, fully conscious that within 
Protestantism are to be found indifference, unbelief, and a capitu- 
lation to a de-christianized culture which are, in their way, fully as 
bad as Catholic corruptions, but also fully convinced that as a 
Protestant he has a freedom which he dare not surrender even 
though he exercises it far too little to withstand in obedience to 
God all evils in his own and other churches without being forced 
into the excuses and compromises which he sees as inevitable in 
Roman Catholicism. 
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There are two contemporary Roman Catholic developments 
which especially trouble the Protestant observer. First, in defining 
the dogma of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary in 1950, the 
Roman church clearly and explicitly claimed the authority to 
promulgate a dogma which, even by its own official admission, is 
without direct biblical warrant. This has inevitably aroused fears 
that, despite the biblical revival, future dogmatic developments 
may be increasingly independent of Scripture. 

Second, Protestants fear that the Mariological movement will 
continue to grow, thus leading to even further departures from the 
original foundations of the church. Marian shrines and apparitions, 
such as those at Lourdes and Fatima, arouse enormous popular 
enthusiasm, and this occurs with at least the acquiescence of the 
hierarchy, while Marian congresses and Marian literature 982 new 
titles are listed in a bibliography for 1948-1950 23 have full appro- 
bation. It is with bewilderment that a Protestant reads of recent 
popes dedicating all mankind to Mary, appealing to her for mercy, 
grace, and help in time of misfortune, speaking of her as receiving 
the same lot as Christ in order to atone for the sins of men, and 
even affirming that she offered up the Son in her' own way so that 
there is a sense in which it is proper to speak of her as having 
redeemed the human race together with Christ. 24 

The explanations for such statements given by biblically oriented 
Catholics must be listened to attentively no matter how tortured 
they sometimes seem. They say that nothing is attributed to Mary 
which cannot also be said of tibe church and, in a lesser measure, 
of every Christian. This means, first of all, that she has nothing of 
her own independently of Christ, for all that she has received has 
been given her because of him. Paul says that Christ is "to be 
glorified in his saints, and to be marveled at in all who believed" 
(2 Thess. 1:10 RSV). Surely, so the argument goes, this is pre- 
eminently true of Mary, to whom alone is given the right in the 
New Testament to say, "Henceforth all generations will call me 
blessed" (Luke 1:48 RSV). Just as other Christians can become 
spiritual parents in the Lord, so Mary is supremely the spiritual 
mother of all. Just as one asks fellow believers for their prayers, 
so one begs Mary especially to intercede with her Son. So also 
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when she is called the "Queen of Heaven/* one should remember 
that the Bible speaks of all the saints ruling together with God in 
the Kingdom. The Catholic apologists argue that to a degree which 
surpasses what is true of any other creature, the whole being of 
Mary, the very reason for her existence, is directed towards bring- 
ing Christ to men and men to Christ, so that all those who are 
saved, even if they are Protestants who do not give special honor 
to Maiy, are "born into Christ through Mary.** Lastly, it is main- 
tained that Mary's cooperation with Christ in the atonement and in 
redemption does not differ in kind, though it is vastly greater in 
degree, from the co-redemptive activity of all Christians of which 
Paul speaks: "In my flesh I complete what remains of Christ's 
afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church* (Col. 1:24 
RSV). 23 

This is not the place to deal in detail with the Protestant objec- 
tions to these attempts to give a scriptural foundation to the 
veneration of Mary (as well as of other saints.) Our only purpose 
is to indicate in an extremely general way the character of what 
might be called evangelical Roman Catholic Mariology, and thus 
to make more comprehensible how many men and women whose 
piety is in large measure Christocentric are nevertheless astonished 
at the suggestion that the role of Mary in the Roman Church 
dangerously compromises the centrality of Christ They are not 
conscious of any tension in themselves between their love of Jesus 
and their love of his mother and thus often and in the case of 
theologians, irresponsibly overlook the Mariolatry present in their 
church. 

When one looks beneath the surface, however, one discovers 
signs of what appears to be a conflict between the Marian develop- 
ments and evangelical renewal. We have already mentioned that 
in the areas penetrated by the liturgical revival secondary devo- 
tions, including those to Mary, decline in importance. The differ- 
ences in these matters are sometimes explained as the result of a 
contrast between a "northern" (French and German) and a 
"southern" (Spanish and Italian) temperament, but clearly more 
than this is at work, as becomes evident when one compares litur- 
gically awakened and unawakened circles within a single country 
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such as the United States. Further, there is a striking contrast be- 
tween the Marian theology produced by those aware of evangelical 
concerns and the "Marian mflYTTnalis-m** which is uninterested in 
interpreting the Virgin's place in biblical categories and instead 
proceeds by metaphysical speculations and logical deductions 
from the concept of the divine maternity to make Mary in effect, 
though of course not explicitly, into a semi-divine being mediating 
between Christ and men. When even theologians do this, it con- 
firms Protestants in their suspicions that popular devotion to the 
Virgin is indeed often idolatrous. 

The silence on these dangers, especially on the part of the 
Magisterium, is disheartening, but there are in Europe a few in- 
fluential theologians who have protested against the way in which 
the full manhood of our Lord is ignored by those who think that 
Mary is more sensitive and sympathetic to our sin and suffering 
than he is. 26 One theologian, after mentioning theological and 
popular phenomena which are to be challenged fc as without doubt 
predisposing factors for an obsolutizing of the Mariological," then 
goes on to say: 

Now the Catholic is completely dear that such tendencies will never 
bring an outbreak of cancer, that means they will never lead to the 
degeneration of Catholic doctrine into a Marian heresy. The theologians 
affected by these tendencies would not wish to diminish by one iota the 
sovereignty of Christ in redemption, and still less would they want to 
set their teaching against the teaching of the church. All that is involved 
is a certain tension and disharmony between their Christology, which is 
faithful to tradition, and their new Mariology. Frankly, such a tension is 
not beneficial and is good for nothing. . . . Factors predisposing to cancer 
should be eliminated from Marian doctrine even though they cannot 
lead to the heresy which some fear. 27 

The attitude reflected in this quotation is typical of many Roman 
Catholics. They wish to purify the Church of what they agree are 
corruptions, but from the Protestant point of view, they are strange- 
ly tolerant of abuses. This is true not only in Mariology but also in 
reference to such often superstitious or doubtful practices as the 
veneration of relics and gaining of indulgences, which they wish to 
correct but not eliminate. One of the leading German-language 
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Roman Catholic theologians asks whether the doctrine of indul- 
gences is coming to be a truth "which existentially (though not 
theoretically) is non-existent among Christians." Yet he is not 
happy over this neglect of what is, after all, one of the unalterable 
doctrines of his church, and so he wishes to restore the practice of 
indulgences in a new and better form, which makes clear that 
the church has no legal rights in reference to the temporal punish- 
ments whereby God chastens even the forgiven sinner, but that it 
only intercedes on behalf of those who repent so that "the free and 
gracious will of God shall grant the remission of temporal punish- 
ments in view of Christ's sacrifice and the sanctity of the saints 
which is dependent on it." 28 Another writer, who is widely consid- 
ered the leading contemporary Roman Catholic dogmatician, says 
that an indulgence, rightly understood, is a constant exhortation 
"not to neglect repentance and to replace defective external works 
by ever deeper readiness to repent and by union with the glorified 
brothers and sisters who reign with Christ." 29 

The same effort of reform is directed towards the use of relics 
and of pilgrimages. For example, the literature which was placed 
in the hands of the multitudes who thronged to Trier in 1959 in 
order to see what purports to be the seamless robe of Christ in- 
sisted at length on the absence of historical verification of the 
authenticity of this relic and the permissibility of supposing that it 
may not have been the robe of Christ. It also emphasized that the 
primary purpose of the pilgrimage was to pray for the reunion of 
Christians so that they might all be knit together seamlessly even 
as was the holy garment. 30 Such an "enlightened" use of ancient 
practices is unthinkable in many parts of the world, but it should 
not be forgotten that there are also millions who participate in this 
"reformed" use of relics and pilgrimages. 

Yet those interested in reform also show great indulgence to un- 
reformed and crassly superstitious practices. They often justify 
their attitude by a line of reasoning, first developed by Cardinal 
Newman, according to which Jesus also was tolerant of supersti- 
tion. He did not, for instance, rebuke the woman with the issue of 
blood who secretly touched his garments in the superstitious belief 
that they had magical healing power which could be stolen. Christ 
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saw the faith behind the superstition and simply said, "Take heart, 
daughter, your faith has made you welT (Matt. 9:22 RSV). What 
our Lord chiefly condemns, Newman argues, is "the adoration paid 
to rich men, the thirst after gain, ambition, and the pride of life, 
idolatries worse in his judgment than the idolatory of ignorance, 
but not commonly startling or shocking to educated minds.** 31 

It is only fair to add that such attitudes do not always involve an 
unlimited toleration for popular abuses. Bishop Straubinger, for 
many years active in Argentina, wrote with anguish of the dis- 
placement of Jesus Christ through the cult of Mary in South Amer- 
ica: "Here Mary is everything, absolutely everything. God has 
yielded all power to her, and Christ still exists for very many only 
in the Host. These conditions were able to arise and grow in the 
time when the Word of God in the Holy Scripture was (or is) prac- 
tically inaccessible to the people/* 32 In reference to a similar situa- 
tion, this time in Chile, we even find acknowledgment of the good 
work done by sect groups such as the Pentecostals who 

with a very poor insight into the Gospel, succeed in obtaining from their 
numerous converts a deep feeling of their redemption by Christ, a real 
detachment from material goods, great zed, great generosity, [which] 
shows us what we ourselves could obtain from them by teaching them to 
know and appreciate the real message of Christ. 33 

J. J. O 

We have so far said little of the specifically theological situation 
in contemporary Roman Catholicism. In a way it would be repeti- 
tious to do so, for each of the tensions we have mentioned is re- 
flected also in the technical discussions between theologians. This 
is often extraordinarily difficult for either Protestants or Catholics 
to realize, for the traditional passivity of the Catholic laity, and 
the reluctance to air controversies on the part of theologians, has 
resulted in treating all the theological interpretations presented by 
catechisms, priests, or professors as if they were official dogma. On 
the popular level, little effort is made to distinguish between that 
which must be accepted and those explanations of dogma which 
sometimes, from the viewpoint of other Catholics, are extremely 
questionable. As a result, the impression has arisen that it is easy 
to ascertain on almost every point what correct Roman Catholic 
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doctrine is: Simply consult any catechism or theological textbook 
and you will find what all Catholics believe stated in a form which 
clearly agrees with all the catechisms and textbooks throughout 
the world in past and future centuries! 

Such notions are utterly misleading. On closer inspection, the 
much acclaimed theological unity of Roman Catholicism sometimes 
seems to the outside observer to be an external shell consisting 
of agreement on the authority of the church to prescribe the ac- 
ceptance of dogmatic formulae which by themselves are relatively 
empty. The content, the religious meaning, given to these formulae 
is sometimes astonishingly diverse, as we have already mentioned 
in connection with Mariology and indulgences, and as could be il- 
lustrated from most other areas of theology, including justification 
by faith and the infallibility of the pope. One of the great and 
liberating changes of the last few decades is that the possibility 
of such variations has been admitted more explicitly even by the 
Magisterium. As Pope John XXIII said in the encyclical Ad Petri 
Cathedram in 1959: 

There are quite a number of points which the Catholic Church leaves 
to the discussion of theologians, both in so far as these points are not 
absolutely certain and, also, as the famous English writer, John Henry 
Cardinal Newman, noted, in so far as controversies of this kind do not 
tear asunder the unity of the Church, but rather greatly help (by striking 
new light out of the friction of the various opinions) to a deeper and 
better understanding of the dogmas, and level and strengthen the path 
to the attainment of that unity. 34 

Among the factors contributing to this greater theological free- 
dom and creativity are views of die development of dogma similar 
to those first proposed by Cardinal Newman. 35 These are now 
generally accepted by evangelically inclined writers, as well as by 
their opponents, though there is still some resistance in tradition- 
alist circles. According to the newer view, each additional dogma 
proclaimed by the church is to be understood, not as an extra- 
biblical truth transmitted by oral tradition, but as the unfolding, 
the making explicit, of a previously only implicit aspect of the full 
and final revelation given by Christ to the apostles, and by the 
apostles to the church. This has the bad consequence, from the 
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Protestant point of view, of justifying doctrines not found in the 
Bible on the unverifiable grounds that they are there in germ and 
have only later been unfolded in the consciousness of the church- 
but it also implies, as becomes dear in the works of such theo- 
logians as Schmaus, 36 that all dogmatic formulations, while un- 
changeably true, are nevertheless partial and inadequate statements 
pointing towards the full and unitary revelation that is in Jesus 
Christ. It is therefore possible to supplement and thereby improve 
them indefinitely, and this may be necessary in order to free doc- 
trines of the past from misuse or misunderstanding. They must be 
understood in the context of, and in subordination to, what the 
Bible says about Jesus Christ, and this means that many tradition- 
ally important teachings, while not denied, may nevertheless be 
reinterpreted in a more biblical direction. 

Another stimulus to this more flexible view of theology in its 
relation to dogma is the vast increase in historical study and con- 
sciousness. French writers, especially the Dominican Yves Congar, 
characterize the entire contemporary renewal of Roman Catholic 
thought by the word resourcement back to the sources: back to 
great medieval theologians like Aquinas in preference to later com- 
mentators; back to the Creek and Latin Fathers from whom the 
medievals drew so much; back especially to the Bible, which is 
the greatest source of all. Knowledge of all these sources has in- 
creased enormously, and this has given the theologian far more 
material with which to work. It is his dogmatically imposed task to 
utilize the entire tradition of the church, for all of it is in one 
degree or another authoritative. He must take seriously such men 
as St. Bernard and St. Augustine, on whom the Reformers also 
were heavily dependent, and with the progress in objective his- 
toriography, Catholics and Protestants agree more closely in their 
understanding of these great Christians of the past. Because of 
this increased emphasis on history, we often find Roman Catholic 
theologians twisting and turning the meanings apparently intended 
by the authors of dogmatic statements in order to reconcile them 
with other parts of the tradition and with the Bible. They must 
do this, for it is their conviction that, despite variations in the words 
and concepts used, the faith of the church has not changed. 37 
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From the Protestant point of view, there is something unsatis- 
factory about this procedure, for it may he utilized not only in 
order to reinterpret doctrines in a biblical direction, but also for the 
contrary purpose of distorting scriptural teaching in order to make 
it harmonize with later views. Fortunately there is reason to believe 
that at present these techniques are being increasingly used to 
give a genuine, though excessively limited, priority to the Bible. 

It would be a mistake, however, to suggest that the tensions 
which run through all areas of the Roman Church's life at the 
present time are summed up by the opposition between the Tbibli- 
caT and the "unbiblicaT in any narrow sense of these terms. A 
more comprehensive description can be given in terms of the con- 
trast between two antagonistic attitudes towards the proper rela- 
tion of ecclesiastical authority and personal freedom and responsi- 
bility. The more traditional one is rigid and fearful, interested in 
preserving or restoring the past; while the other, though also con- 
cerned with maintaining ecclesiastical discipline, is more open and 
adventurous and strives to obey God and meet the needs of the 
modern world by greater use of personal initiative. They are per- 
haps rarely found in their pure forms, but that is the way we 
must describe them. 

The newer approach 38 has been gaining strength at least since 
Leo XIII. It recognizes that obedience cannot be simply a matter 
of submission to institutionalized authorities, for this drives those 
of independent vitality and force out of the church and threatens to 
reduce those who remain to mindless automatons incapable of 
responding effectively to new situations and unable to attract to 
Catholicism any except fearful souls desirous of a slavish security. 
Instead, obedience must spring from a mature love and sense of 
independent responsibility so that all men, including the laity, will 
have the courage to seek for new and effective ways of thinking, 
preaching, and practising the Christian life. This necessarily in- 
volves the risk of ecclesiastical censure, for a man can never be 
sure that the authorities will approve what he does on his own 
initiative in response to what he takes to be Cod's guidance. It 
is argued, however, that it is the duty of the mature Catholic, of 
the truly obedient Catholic, to take this risk, willing at the same 
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time to submit to bishops or popes if they pronounce against him, 
willing to bear the often painful and unjust suspicions of his fellow 
churchmen, yet always seeking within what he understands to be 
the limits marked out by the church to actualize the fullness of the 
Christian reality which he has encountered in his own personal life. 
To the non-Catholic this often seems to be a matter of trying to 
follow God except when the church says "no," but the Roman 
Catholic of this persuasion believes that God speaks both through 
ecclesiastical spokesmen and directly to his own heart. More and 
more, though far from universally, we find greater emphasis on 
God's personal address to men, while the Word of God as it comes 
through the teaching office of the church is viewed in large part as 
a necessary corrective to the sinful human tendency to confuse the 
imaginations and desires of one's own heart with divine truth. 

One of the results of this freer outlook is a much broader view 
of what is permitted by the church. The restorationist mentality 
tends to think that only tihat is safe which is specifically commanded 
by higher authority, whereas in this other approach, everything is 
at least possible which is not specifically and clearly prohibited. 
It thus becomes the duty of theologians to re-examine views, such 
as those of the Reformers and of modern philosophers, which are 
heretical, in order to see whether they do not contain Christian 
truths which have not before been taught with sufficient clarity by 
the church. It is also his duty to review traditional teachings and 
practices in order to discover whether or not they contain mis- 
leading applications, or even contradictions, of that Christian con- 
sensus, starting with Scripture, which the Roman Church claims 
to follow. The administrative and practical directives of the hier- 
archy are given the same scrutiny. If they seem to contradict what 
mature and prayerful reflection leads one to believe is the right or 
best policy, one must, if the issue is important, seek to have the 
directive changed, or in extreme cases actually disobey even if this 
leads to serious penalties. Such courses of action are arduous, but 
they are not opposed to Roman doctrine, which admits the falli- 
bility of all ordinary decisions and pronouncements of the bishops 
and the popes up to and including excommunication (which, while 
it would always have, to the Roman Catholic, the extremely grave 
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consequence of prohibiting access to the normal Means of Grace, 
can be, the church admits, unjust and invalid in the sight of God.) 39 

Those imbued with this outlook are convinced that it is more 
orthodox than is an attitude of passive submission, for it resembles 
that combination of a strong sense of personal responsibility with 
ecclesiastical loyalty which characterized living Christian faith 
in its first millennium, and which supported large numbers of those 
whom the church has canonized in their frequent and difficult 
struggle against obstructive superiors. In all of these cases there 
was a firm conviction that though the offices of bishop and pope are 
instituted by God, the men who filled them were often not inspired 
by the Holy Spirit indeed, were sometimes damned and must 
therefore (always within limits) be resisted. In this way the divine 
assistance believed to be given the rulers of the church is under- 
stood primarily as a safeguard against error on those rare occasions 
when dogma is defined rather than as a guarantee of positive in- 
spiration in the ordinary conduct of business. The representatives 
of the opposing attitude, while accepting the same doctrinal formu- 
lations, tend to think it presumptuous and dangerous for groups or 
individuals to suppose that they might be right over against higher 
authorities. This is probably still characteristic of most Catholics 
in most places. While theoretically admitting the possibility of 
exceptions, in practice they seem to believe that God speaks only 
through official channels. If any reforming is to be done, the pope 
will do it, and yet when the pope does act, as in 19th century 
France, these passive believers frequently greet his initiative with 
howls of protest and begin to wonder what is happening to their 
dear old church. 

Future developments within Roman Catholicism depend in large 
part on which of these two attitudes prevails. The difficulties of the 
freer approach are evident, for it is not at all easy to maintain 
creative individual responsibility within the limits of an authoritar- 
ian church. Those who succeed, often at the cost of great personal 
suffering, are the mainstays of the church, for they goad it into 
action and reform. But many who try to walk this road find that 
they must break with Rome, sometimes out of obedience to God, 
sometimes because they find the tension insupportable. The pres- 



Roman Catholicism on the Eve of the Council 89 

sures to which they are then subjected by their former co-religion- 
ists are often severe, for it is maintained both by the decrees of 
the Vatican Council and by Canon Law that those who leave the 
church do so without "just cause." 40 Legalistic and juridical means 
of preserving unity are so deeply rooted in the Roman church that 
it would undoubtedly in the future, as in the past, react to any 
sizable defections by suppressing freedoms which it now allows. It 
is therefore always possible that the new evangelical developments 
might sometime be condemned, just as were the old ones. 

There seems, however, to be very little likelihood of this occur- 
ring in the foreseeable future, for the ref onning forces are clearly 
providing vitality which the Roman church can ill afford to lose. 
In contrast to most of the movements which have been suppressed 
in the past, the leaders of the contemporary renewal are intensely 
loyal to the church and insist upon its authority. It is largely 
through their efforts that Roman Catholicism is maintaining, or 
even regaining, its influence and prestige in large parts of the 
secularized modern world. In those areas in which it can no longer 
depend on the power of the state, or on sheer traditionalism, to 
preserve its strength, it is discovering that it must allow greater 
freedom in order to survive. 

Moderate optimism is also supported by the fact that the modern 
way of looking at history now seems too deeply rooted to be 
eradicated. Theologians and scholars everywhere recognize as a 
matter of course that the words and conceptual categories in which 
doctrines are expressed change their meaning in the course of time, 
and that in order to preserve the same truth in a new age and 
even more, in order to make it vital new modes of thought and 
action must be found. But the moment one stops repeating the 
same formulae and the same practices, the moment one tries to 
be faithful to the spirit, and not simply the forms, of the creative 
periods of the past, room for genuine development and renewal 
is opened. 

We have in this discussion looked at Roman Catholicism from 
the viewpoint of specifically Protestant concerns, so it will be well 
for us in conclusion to recall the transformation in the public image 
of the Roman church which has taken place since the turn of the 
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century. In those days it was almost universally regarded as a kind 
of atavistic survival from the Middle Ages, a fortress of fossilized 
superstition and obscurantism. Protestants had a tremendous cul- 
tural superiority complex over Roman Catholics, and these latter 
were intellectuaDy on the defensive. They felt themselves to be 
aliens in a hostile modern world. In both amount and competence 
their scholarship was far from impressive, and the learned publica- 
tions which they put out were a mere rivulet beside the mighty 
flood of Protestant writings. A tremendous change has taken place 
in the last sixty years. Protestant intellectual work has diminished, 
while the Roman has greatly increased. In Europe it now surpasses 
the Protestant in quantity and, in some fields, in quality. What is 
more, its prestige is now much higher than it was in non-church 
intellectual and academic circles. This is particularly true because 
Roman Catholics of theological competence are doing much work 
in non-theological areas, in science and philosophy, in literature, 
sociology, and psychology, while Protestants often seem to be 
becoming more detached from the cultural interests of the day. 
The same growth of influence is evident in the political sphere. 
In Italy, France, and Germany a half century ago the state was 
in each case bitterly opposed to the Roman church, depriving it 
of its old privileges and even oppressing it. Now the Vatican is 
once again on friendly terms with the Italian government and 
exercises great influence in its homeland, despite its failure to stop 
the growth of Communism. In France and Germany the hierarchy 
has learned from bitter experience to avoid as much as possible 
open involvement in politics, but the political leadership of these 
countries since the war has in large part been devoutly Roman 
Catholic. The United States has elected its first Catholic president. 
All this would have been inconceivable in 1900. 

To be sure, this impression of progress is in part misleading, for 
both Protestants and Roman Catholics are confronted with ad- 
vancing anti-Christian forces, not only in Communist areas and in 
mission lands, but also in so-called Christian countries where the 
apparent friends of the church often do it the greatest damage by 
trying to pervert it into a mere prop for western civilization. Yet 
there are also fresh voices, many of them in Catholicism, calling on 
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the churches, whether Roman, Orthodox, or Protestant, to repent, 
preach Christ, serve justice, and love the neighbor without calcu- 
lating worldly advantages but in simple obedience to the Lord 
God who will establish his kingdom in his own time and his own 
way. It is in the response to this call that the health of the church 
is to be found, not in any earthly success or failure. 
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Chapter V 

The Coming Council 

Its Purpose and Problems* 



L The Announcement of the Council 

When Cardinal Giuseppe Roncalli was elected to be the suc- 
cessor of Pius XII on October 28, 1958, many people believed that 
the new pope, being seventy-eight years old, had been chosen 
as was said half apologetically as a "transitional pope," that is, as 
a pope who would lead the church only until a younger and more 
eminent man could be chosen. 1 Nothing could have proved to be 
more wrong. The new pope immediately showed himself to be 
a very energetic and dynamic overshepherd, not only in his capacity 
as bishop of Rome, but also as the supreme director of the whole 
Roman Catholic Church. Within a short time many became aware 
of the fact that a new era of the church had begun. 

The greatest surprise was afforded by John XXIII to the Catho- 
lic Church and the whole of Christendom when on January 25, 
1959, the last day of the Octave of prayer for the unity of the 
church, he announced an ecumenical council without any previous 
intimation having been given concerning it. Even the closest co- 

*For helping me to prepare the material for this chapter I am indebted to my assistant, 
the Reverend Gerhard Pedersen. 
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workers of the pope were exceedingly surprised, and some of them 
certainly were also frightened. Indeed, even to the pope it came 
as a surprise. He confesses that the idea of the council was not 
the result of long deliberations. It came Tike the sudden flowering 
of an unexpected spring,** 2 a divine impulse during prayer, 3 an 
inspiration "the immediateness of which we felt in the humility of 
our heart as a sudden, unexpected touch." 4 The announcement 
was made in the Church of San Paolo fuori le Mure, where the 
pope had gone to celebrate the feast of the Conversion of the 
Apostle Paul and the close of the week of prayer for the unity of 
the church. During the preparation for this service "he felt inten- 
sively the inspiration to call together the Catholic family." 5 After 
the service an improvised secret consistory of the seventeen car- 
dinals who were present was held in the Benedictine monastery 
attached to the church and here John XXIII communicated his 
plan in a Latin address. In a brief text which was given to the 
press 6 it is stated: "As the supreme pastor of the church the pope 
has pointed to the dangers that most severely threaten the religious 
life of the faithful, namely, the false doctrines appearing in various 
places and the boundless attraction of material goods which has 
grown more powerful than ever today by reason of technical prog- 
ress. 3 * "In order to meet the present needs of Christian people, the 
supreme pastor, being inspired by the ancient customs of the 
church, has announced three events of utmost importance, namely, 
a diocesan synod of the city of Rome, 7 the observance of an ecu- 
menical council for the universal church, and the modernization 
of canonical law, 8 which is to precede the impending publication 
of the code of Oriental canon law. 

"With respect to the celebration of the ecumenical council, ac- 
cording to the pope's intention it is to serve not only the edification 
of the Christian people, but is also at the same time to be an invita- 
tion to the separated communities to search for the unity for which 
so many souls in all the ends of the world are yearning." 9 

The most important of these three events is undoubtedly the 
coming ecumenical council. In the Roman Catholic view there is 
no greater event in the life of the church than a council, in which 
the whole church assembles and in which all local churches are 
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present in the persons of their bishops, in order to deliberate to- 
gether and adopt resolutions. Only very seldom and under quite 
definite, threatening, and urgent conditions is such a step taken. 
Between the Council of Trent and the First Vatican Council there 
was an interval of three hundred years, and almost a hundred years 
have passed since the latter was held. What caused the pope to 
convoke an ecumenical council? 

As has already been mentioned, the Ailing of it occasioned 
extreme surprise; no one thought of the possibility of a council. 
After the First Vatican Council, which was prematurely broken off 
by reason of the occupation of the Pontifical State by the Italians, it 
was for several years expected that it would be resumed. And when 
nothing happened the idea arose that since the declaration of the 
infallibility of the pope in 1870 the time of councils was definitely 
past. 10 Thus Paul Hinschius, the canonist, could say in 1883: The 
general council has become unnecessary and superfluous for the 
Catholic Church. Since the Vaticanum it no longer has any in- 
dependent legal significance alongside the papacy/* 11 The Roman 
prelate who remarked to the Bishop of Metz during the First 
Vatican Council, "I am pleased that the bishops have gone to Rome 
to see that the pope is everything and the bishops nothing," 12 ap- 
peared to have been right! 

All the greater surprise, therefore, that John XXIII has now 
convoked a general council. There would seem to be no definite 
emergency at the moment, no heresy that threatens the faith, no 
manifest abuses in the church. On the contrary, seldom in its his- 
tory has the Catholic Church experienced such flowering and ob- 
vious success, and not for a long time has it had either so much 
influence or enjoyed so much esteem as now. Naturally the ques- 
tion arises: Could not the things that must be done be handled 
by the pope and the curia without resorting to such an extraor- 
dinary measure as the organization of an ecumenical council? 

Be that as it may, the pope himself has stated that the seriousness 
of the time and the development of the world which impinges 
upon man in all areas of our existence, its complete difference from 
earlier times, require the concerted thinking and spiritual con- 
centration of the whole church. The church's situation has changed. 
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Whereas the last council was still exclusively a European-Latin 
council, in which the Asiatic and African Catholics played hardly 
any part, the Catholic Church has in the meantime regularly re- 
ceived into itself elements from all parts of the world. Hence it is 
presented with a host of difficult problems which cannot be solved 
by the Roman curia alone or from a purely European point of 
view. The whole church in all its variety and diversity must come 
together to take counsel together concerning the situation and the 
future and to take new, authoritative measures. Perhaps the pope's 
certainty that a council must be held was far greater than the con- 
sideration of what was actually to take place at the council. In 
any case, this much seems to be dear at the outset: that the re- 
newal of the Roman Catholic Church and the unity of Christians 
will play an important role in it. We shall have to deal with these 
two main thoughts in what follows. 

At first the precise meaning of the words "an ecumenical council" 
called forth a certain confusion, not only in Catholic, but also in 
non-Catholic circles particularly. The explanation of this circum- 
stance must be sought in the fact that in recent times the word 
"ecumenical* has in non-Catholic usage been connected exclu- 
sively with the so-called "ecumenical movement" and the World 
Council of Churches. It was used in this sense even by Catholic 
theologians (cf. Pere Congar, Chretiens desunis, Principes Sun 
OECUMENKME cotholique, 1937) and the highest Catholic doctrinal 
authority (cf. the instruction "De moutione OECUMENICA" of De- 
cember 20, 1949. ) 13 It was, therefore, not strange that non-Catho- 
lics should have been subject to the error of thinking that the 
ecumenicity of the council consisted in the fact that all church 
bodies, Catholic as well as non-Catholic, were to assemble in 
order to find their way back to each other after centuries of 
separation. Thus the pope's statement that it would be the task 
of the council to be an "invitamentum seiunctis frafrtbus" 1 * was 
understood as an invitation to participate in the council. The pope 
often speaks without a manuscript and his addresses sometimes 
contain astonishing phrases, which are omitted in the official 
version. On January 30, 1959, a few days after the announcement 
of the council, he said at a retreat of Roman priests with reference 
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to the Eastern Church: *"We do not wish to institute a historical 
trial. We do not want to try to show who was right and who was 
wrong. The responsibility is divided. We wish only to say: Let us 
come together, let us put an end to the divisions." 13 Statements 
like this quite naturally gave rise to the temporary supposition 
that the pope actually contemplated a union council, similar to the 
councils of Lyons (1274) and Florence (1437), and that this time 
it was to include not only the ancient Orthodox Church but also 
some of the Protestant church bodies. It was suggested from vari- 
ous quarters that in the course of the ensuing months John XXIII 
was obliged to modify his original, almost intuitive feeling. 16 

It was not long, however, until this lack of clarity disappeared 
as it was clearly established that the word "ecumenical" used in 
connection with a Roman Catholic council has a very definite 
meaning established by centuries of usage: "An ecumenical or 
general council means a solemn assembly of the bishops of the 
Catholic world convened by the authority of the pope which de- 
liberates and decides concerning the affairs of the whole of Chris- 
tendom under the presidency of the pope." 17 According to the 
Roman Catholic view, an ecumenical council is therefore not a 
parliament made up of representatives of various parties in which 
one hopes to achieve unity through discussion and possibly com- 
promise; nor is it an international congress in which one seeks 
through cooperation to reach favorable results in some particular 
areas. Nor can an ecumenical council be compared with a con- 
stitutional assembly which adopts or revises the constitution of a 
country, for the "constitution* of the church already exists, that 
is, it is given by Christ himself and can never be modified. The 
pope and the bishops of a council are not representatives appointed 
by the Christian people, but rather the plenipotentiaries of God. 
They are there not only to deliberate, but primarily to make de- 
cisions and proclaim the truth with divine authority. 

According to the established canon law (Codex Juris Canonici, 
can. 222-229), the regular members of an ecumenical council are: 

1. the cardinals (even if they are not bishops); 

2. the patriarchs, resident bishops and archbishops, the abbots, 
and other dignitaries with their own areas of jurisdiction; 
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3. the abbots primate and the heads of monastic congregations, 
along with the superiors general of orders of priests independent 
of the local bishop. 

Of these only the resident bishops, who are the legitimate 
successors of the apostles, are members of a council by virtue of 
divine right. They are present as authoritative witnesses of the 
faith (testes fidei) and judges of truth and falsehood (judices fidei). 
The council is first and foremost the concern of the bishops (con- 
cilium esse episcoporum). The cardinals and monastic dignitaries 
participate on the basis of special privileges or ancient rights, and 
the titular bishops and the general heads of orders of priests which 
are not dependent upon the local bishop may be invited as extra- 
ordinary members. 18 

n. Brief History of the Preparations 

This council is proceeding in four periods of time: 18a 
(1) The more remote preparation, which will serve as a prelimi- 
nary inventory; the so-called commissto antepraeparatona is work- 
ing on this. (2) The actual preparatory work, the carrying out of 
which has been delegated to a number of commissions on special 
questions and the available theological and canonico-legal advisers. 
(3) The official observance of the general church assembly at which 
the fathers of the council will frame the final and authoritative 
resolutions and "which undoubtedly will be a very moving and 
magnificent spectacle." (4) "The proclamation of the acts of the 
council," that is, the publication of the conclusions, statements, 
and decrees for the promotion of faith and life, the perfection of 
the spirit and action, and the glorification of the Gospel of Christ. 

1. The More Remote Preparations 

On Pentecost Sunday, May 17, 1959, the pope announced the ap- 
pointment of the so-called commissio antepraeparatona. Its prefect 
was the papal secretary of state, Cardinal Domenico Tardini. All 
the members were from Roman congregations and were almost 
exclusively Italians. To this commission were assigned the follow- 
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ing tasks: "To establish contact with the Catholic episcopate of the 
whole world in order to secure advice and suggestions; to gather 
formal proposals from the office of the Roman curia; to work out 
the main lines of the topics which are to be reviewed at the 
council, including the securing of the opinions of faculties of 
theology and canon law in Catholic universities; to propose the 
composition of the various organs (commissions, secretariats, etc.) 
which are to undertake the further preparation of the tasks which 
the council has set itself to do." 19 

These tasks were tackled in the following way: On June 18 a 
circular letter was sent to the approximately twenty-seven hundred 
bishops, prelates, and religious members who are to participate in 
the coming council. In this letter they were urged to state with the 
utmost candor and clarity the problems which in their opinion 
should be dealt with at the council. In the same manner the central 
offices of the general church administration in Rome were asked to 
make proposals. As the replies began to come in they were photo- 
copied and the material was catalogued according to subjects and 
countries, in order that the characteristic features of the individual 
countries and their special desires and suggestions would be 
brought to the fore. The responses of the faculties of theology and 
canon law in the Catholic universities were dealt with in the 
same way. They contained not only suggestions for topics but also 
elaborated discussions of important theological questions which it 
is assumed that the council will concern itself with. 20 After the 
gathering of this considerable mass of material has been completed 
it will be presented to the pope himself, since he alone can decide 
which topics the council is to deal with. 

The work of the commission for preliminary preparations was 
concluded about June 1, I960. 21 Hardly any previous council was 
prepared for by such thorough canvassing of the bishops, the Ro- 
man curia, and the Catholic universities. 22 A highly placed prelate 
expressed tie opinion that there was enough material to keep ten 
councils busy! Cardinal Tardini expressed himself similarly: The 
replies of the bishops dealt "de omnibus et quibusdam aliis" (*with 
everything and even more")! 23 On the basis of the materials sent 
in an index of almost two thousand topics as suggestions for the 
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work of the council was prepared. These topics were divided 
among the preparatory commissions and with that the council 
entered the phase of actual preparation in which it now is. 

All the replies, those of the bishops, the Roman curia, and the 
universities and faculties, have appeared in a number of volumes 
as the first series (Series Prima, Antepraeparatoria) of the total 
material of the council: Ada et Documenta Concilio Oecumenico 
Vaticano II Apparando. 

Volume I of this introductory series contains the Acta Summi 
Pontificte loannis XXIII, the addresses and writings of the pope 
concerning the council from January 24, 1959, to June 5, 1960. The 
addresses are reprinted almost exclusively in accord with the 
reports in the Osservatore Romano. 

Volume II of the series, which consists of eight large volumes, 
contains the proposals and requests of the bishops and prelates: 
Consilia et vota episcoporum et praelatorum. A systematic synopsis 
of these has been prepared in two volumes (1,537 pages). Here 
all the doctrinal and disciplinary questions of the Roman church 
are summed up in 8,972 statements. 

Volume III in one volume (427 pages) contains the replies of 
the Roman offices or congregations: Propostta et monita Ss. Con- 
gregationum Curiae Romanae. 

Volume IV consists of the studies of the Catholic universities and 
faculties, Studia et vota universitatum et facultatem ecclesiastic- 
arum et catholicarum, in three volumes. The first two (a total of 
1,054 pages) contain the studies of twelve universities and faculties 
in Rome, the third those of thirty-seven universities and faculties 
outside of Rome. 

Together this first series consists of fifteen large volumes of 9,520 
pages in quarto, of which the last was presented to the pope on 
March 29, 1961. Thus this impressive work was accomplished 
within less than two years (Os& Rom. 9 March 29, 1961). 

Volume I is available to the public, but the remaining portions 
are available only to the members of the commissions and advisers. 
They will be made available to the public, however, at some time, 
either before, during, or after the council (Cf. Oss. Rom., Oct. 15, 
1960, pp. 3-4). 
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2. The Actual Preparations 

On Pentecost Sunday, June 5, 1960, one year after the establish- 
ment of the commission for the more remote preparations, John 
XXIII published the Motu Proprio "Superno Dei nutu" which 
ordered the appointment of preparatory commissions for the com- 
ing council. 24 

The commissions have the following designations: 

1. Theological Commission. 

2. Commission on Bishops and the Governing of Dioceses. 

3. Commission on Regulations for the Clergy and the Christian People. 

4. Commission on Religions. 

5. Commission on Regulations about the Sacraments. 

6. Commission on the Sacred Liturgy. 

7. Commission on Studies and Seminaries. 

8. Commission on the Eastern Churches. 

9. Commission on Missions. 

10. Commission on the Lay-Apostolate, to have to do with Catholic 
action, religious or social. 25 

In addition there are three secretariats, one that concerns itself 
with modern means of communication (such as newspapers and 
magazines, radio and television broadcasts, films, etc.), one for the 
unity of Christians, which will be discussed more fully later, and 
one for the administration of the council. 

Finally a Central Commission set above all the others and under 
the presidency of the pope was established, its function being "to 
follow the labors of the individual commissions, to coordinate them 
if necessary, and to report their results to us after due examination, 
in order that we may determine the subjects of discussion for the 
ecumenical council." 26 

It is apparent from the writings of the pope that he has followed 
the work of preparation personally. **We have made it our business 
to give careful consideration to tibe advice and suggestions of the 
sacred prelates, the admonitions and proposals of the Roman curia, 
and finally the proposals and investigations of the universities.** 27 

First the prospective themes of the council must be carefully 
studied in the commissions. Their members are cardinals, bishops, 
and members of the secular and monastic clergy, "who are out- 
standing for their virtue and learning. We want them to be chosen 
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from all parts of the world so that they may be a shining example 
of die universal and catholic nature and mission of the church.'" 28 
In addition to these members there is available to the commis- 
sions a number of consultors who, though they do not have the 
right to vote, are often persons with unusual insight and extensive 
knowledge. 

It is important to the pope that this work is not an affair of the 
Roman curia. In his Pentecost message of 1960, which can be re- 
garded as an authentic commentary on the Motu Proprio, the pope 
says that the structure and organization of a council dare not be 
identified with the function of the various offices and congregations 
of the Roman curia. "Here there is a clear difference: the regular 
government of the church is one thing, the council is something 
else/' 29 Thus the conjecture which has occasionally been made that 
the Roman congregations have replaced the earlier councils is dis- 
posed of. The congregations are the central offices of the papal 
government. The councils, however, are the whole church, that is, 
all local churches of the whole world represented by their bishops. 30 
Another important reference made by the pope which is con- 
nected with this applies to the universality of the council. It cannot 
be either a Roman or an exclusively European-North American 
affair; it is a world concern. Therefore no large region of the world 
has been left without representation. The mission countries have 
been carefully taken into account. It is likely that the reactions of 
the missionary bishops to the pope's questions concerning the com- 
ing council will be the most interesting and the most radical. They 
live in areas where the Catholic Church must live and work quite 
differently from the way it does in the old world. It is a funda- 
mental principle which has meanwhile entered the consciousness 
of every believer of the holy Roman Church that the Catholic is as 
such a citizen of the whole world and must also actually conduct 
himself correspondingly.* 31 

In the following months the members and the advisers of the 
commissions were appointed. 32 On November 14 they were re- 
ceived in audience by the pope, at which time he gave them the 
following fatherly admonition: The preparatory study naturally 
requires a great deal of time, steadfast patience in labor, and the 
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exertion of love. . . . Everything at the council should be sur- 
rounded by great restraint and soberness on the part of even' 
participant.'' 33 

These preparatory commissions have been working under high 
pressure since November, 1960. The individual questions are first 
dealt with in the subcommissions, then presented to the commis- 
sion as a whole for revision, and finally submitted to the Central 
Commission. According to the above-mentioned list of persons, this 
commission, which is headed by the pope, has as regular members 
fifty-three cardinals, thirty-three archbishops and bishops, four 
generals of orders, and twenty-seven episcopal and monastic cleri- 
cal consultants. Here it is decided whether the schemata, i.e., the 
material proposed for the final documents, can be submitted to the 
fathers of the council in their original form, whether they must be 
re-examined by the proper commission, or whether they should 
possibly be dropped altogether. 

What has been said here is naturally only a sketchy description 
of the preparatory work for the council. As we have already men- 
tioned, everything is done under the seal of silence and in secrecy. 

We conclude this section with a number of facts about the coun- 
cil itself. It has already been established that it will be called "The 
Second Vatican Council." 34 The name selected demonstrates that 
it is not a resumption of the First Vatican Council. At the same 
time, however, it contains the suggestion of a connection with the 
council of 1870, whose work, after all, was not concluded. The 
dogma of the infallibility of the pope was decreed, but a doctrine 
of the church though it had been prepared was not conclusively 
defined. 

With respect to the time at which the council shall be held there 
has been a long period of suspense. It now appears that it will 
occur either at the dose of the autumn of 1962 or the beginning of 
the year 1963, probably the former. It is the express wish of the 
pope that the paper preparations be so thorough that it will not be 
necessary to spend much time at the council itself, since the pope 
does not wish that the bishops should be absent from their dioceses 
any longer than is absolutely necessary. 35 

The language of the council will be Latin. 36 This has great 
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advantages, but will also create many difficulties, especially for 
the eastern, Uniate bishops. From American quarters has come the 
proposal that simultaneous translations be employed as is done at 
other international meetings, but this suggestion has been rejected. 
Cardinal Tardini gave as the reason for this the fact that the Latin 
language "is singularly suited to express dogmatic concepts and 
the norms of discipline precisely, clearly, and succinctly.** 37 It is, 
however, the express wish of the pope that the bishops who cannot 
express themselves in Latin should have the opportunity to do so 
in another language. 

On the supposition that all present ecclesiastical offices are filled 
it may be expected, according to an article by P. Kerkhof , 38 that 
2,816 fathers of the council wfll come to Rome; 313 will come from 
Italy and 415 from Europe apart from Russia and the Baltic coun- 
tries. This means that there will be a decisive preponderance of 
Italians, since the Catholic population of Italy constitutes only 
nineteen percent of European Catholics whereas the bishops who 
represent them constitute forty-three per cent of all the European 
bishops. 

Of the other continents 31 representatives will come from 
Oceania, 196 from the United States of America, 356 from Asia, 
400 from Central and South America, and 186 from Africa. 

These figures, which naturally are only approximate, can be 
reduced to the following percentages. (The figures in the first 
column indicate the percentage of population in relation to world 
Catholicism and the figures in the second column the percentage of 
fathers of the council in relation to the total number of participants 
in the council.) 

Europe 47 % 38.0% 

America 43 % 31.5% 

Asia and Oceania 7 % 20.5 % 

Africa 3% 10.0% 

For the purpose of comparison we may add that the European 
participants of the First Vatican Council constituted sixty per cent 
of the whole number of participants in the council. 
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III. The Pope's Purpose for the Council 

Since the announcement of the council the pope has not ceased 
to speak about the coming council, not only to the bishops and 
theologians, but also frequently to various groups of lay people 
when he has received them in audience. These public statements 
have usually been confined to generalities, however, and little that 
is concrete can be drawn from them. As has already been men- 
tioned, the pope's thoughts concentrate upon two foci: the council 
as an infra-Catholic concern for the renewal and strengthening of 
the Roman church and the council as a step toward the unity of 
all Christians in the Roman Catholic Church. We shall elucidate 
these two thoughts further at this point. 

On June 29, 1959, the pope issued his first Encyclical Ad Petri 
Cathedram with a heading that is characteristic of John XXIII: 
"On Truth, Unity, and Peace, and their advance in a Spirit of 
Charity." 1 

Doctrinally the content is altogether traditional and not at all 
extraordinary. If one expected the opposite, one would have been 
disappointed. The tone of the document, however, is peculiar. It 
would appear that the pope was intentionally avoiding difficult 
questions. "There are no flashes of lightning, no rolling of thunder, 
one does not stand before Mount Sinai and tremble. Hence no 
striking, sharply pointed dogmatic sentences can hastily be ex- 
cerpted and handed over to the world press, no names of persons 
affected can be whispered from mouth to mouth. Rather one must 
allow oneself to be carried along by the quietly flowing stream of 
positive statements and allow the warm love of the good pastor 
to have its effect." 2 

In this encyclical we find three points that sum up the purpose 
of the council as follows: "to bring about the growth of the Catho- 
lic faith, the restoration of sound morals among the Christian flock, 
and the appropriate adaptation of church discipline to the needs 
and conditions of our times. 3 * 3 The council will, therefore, deal with 
the faith, with the Christian life, and with church discipline. 

When the Christian faith is spoken of, this has both an objective 
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and a subjective significance. It refers to the content of faith (the 
fides QUAE creditor) as well as the act of faith (the fides QUA 
creditor). Naturally, in connection with a council the objective 
significance plays an exceedingly large role. A clear witness to the 
faith is to be made, perhaps in the form of a new, h'turgically 
structured symbol as a positive expression of the Catholic faith in 
our time. In the eminent sense every council is a dogmatic council. 
This is inherent in the structure of die council itself, for the history 
of the councils is nothing else but the history of Catholic dogma 
in which the depositum fidei (the faith deposited) has been de- 
veloped. According to the Roman Catholic view, every council has 
contributed in some way to this development. That which had 
come alive through the great theologians, through the liturgy, and 
through the collective faith and thinking of the Christian flock 
was purified, defined, and furnished with authority at the councils 
by the teaching church. 4 

There are many of the faithful laymen, bishops, and priests 
who desire the definition of a new dogma of Mary: Mary as the 
mediator of all grace or Mary as coredemptrix. Insofar as one may 
permit oneself to prophesy anything at all about the coming coun- 
cil, it may be said that one may expect in vain a concrete definition 
of dogma. 

It is certain that there are many prelates who would like to see 
the condemnation of certain free tendencies in Catholic exegesis 
and in dogmatic thinking. It is equally certain that there are not a 
few who wish that the many "errors of the times," naturalism, 
materialism, secularism, and existentialism, shall be denounced. 
One does not get the impression, however, that the chief concern 
of the pope is concentrated on this point. The pope may express 
concern, give pastoral admonition, or even give severe rebuke; but 
isolated, negative condemnations will surely be missing. His inter- 
est is directed rather toward positive coiroborations and construc- 
tive statements. One may probably assume that Cardinal Tardini 
was expressing the thoughts of the pope when he said at a press 
conference: "This council is not directed against anyone. Those 
who have written or said that a condemnation of a person or a 
thing is planned are mistaken. The council is rather intended much 
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more to attract those who are outside the church than to condemn 
them." 5 

Nevertheless, what has been said here does not rule out the fact 
that this council will be a dogmatic council, or lex credendi (the 
law of faith), lex orandi (the law of prayer), and lex agendi (the 
law of action), inseparably bound together. One of the most im- 
portant functions of a council is to determine the correct inter- 
pretation of a doctrinal statement which is in controversy in theol- 
ogy, to reject dangerous ideas, and in certain cases also to con- 
demn errors. 

An indication of this is the fact that the Theological Commission 
is the first and the only one the scope of whose functions has been 
specified in detail: **It has the task of considering and examining 
the questions which relate to the Holy Scriptures, the Holy Tradi- 
tion, Faith, and Morals.* 6 The Theological Commission was di- 
vided into five subcommissions, but no further particulars concern- 
ing the actual work can be given at the present time. That a clari- 
fying and authoritative position with regard to the ecclesiological 
questions will be in the foreground is beyond all doubt. It cannot 
be denied that since the definition of the infallibility of the pope 
in 1870 the doctrine of the church according to the Roman Catholic 
view has in a certain way been out of balance. Everything appeared 
to concentrate in the person and the office of the pope. After 1870 
Rome increasingly became the spiritual and organizational center 
of the church. One was obliged to ask: Are the bishops in the last 
analysis anything more or other than delegates or representatives 
of the pope in their dioceses? Do they receive their authority 
directly from the apostles or only through the mediation of the 
pope? Does not the authority of a general council become illusory 
if the decrees of the council have no ultimately binding power 
unless they are confirmed by the Roman pope and promulgated 
by his command (C/C, can. 227), indeed, if only the pope of Rome 
can convene a council (CJC, can. 222, sec. 1)? This absolutization of 
the papacy was expressed in the strictest possible way in the follow- 
ing statement of the solemn definition of infallibility: "Such defini- 
tions of the Roman Pontiff are irref ormable of themselves (ex sese), 
and not from the consent of the church.'* 7 
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All these questions touch upon a problem which is being very 
avidly discussed in the Roman church itself. One of the great 
wishes cherished for this council is the reassessment of the episco- 
pal office,* and it is openly said that this is the intention of the 
pope. What is being thought of here is not a reformation of the 
legal status of the bishops, but rather a comprehensive clarification 
of their ecclesiological importance and function. According to 
Roman Catholic doctrine the commission of the bishops was given 
through Christ himself in that he founded the church upon Peter 
and the apostles. Hence the bishops have their authority directly 
from Christ. Therefore the pope cannot exercise his functions with- 
out the bishops, but only together with them. Conversely, it is also 
true that the bishops are lawful bishops only in fellowship with 
and subordination to the pope in his capacity as the successor of 
Peter. 9 The church is not one-sided by "monarchical** but also "col- 
legiaL" The coming council, it has been said, is not to define any- 
thing new, but rather to bear witness to the genuine Catholic truth 
against all misunderstandings which have crept in through one- 
sided emphases and "indurations." The office of the pope was pre- 
cisely defined in the First Vatican Council; it will be the task of 
the Second Vatican Council to clarify the status of the bishops. 

The balance of Roman Catholic ecclesiology which "was seriously 
jeopardized by a hasty and shortsighted acceptance of the 'Vatican 
dogma"* must be restored. 10 Extremely interesting in this connec- 
tion are the words of Cardinal Newman shortly after the First 
Vatican Council which are often cited by Catholic authors: "But 
we must have a little faith. Abstract propositions avail little 
theology surrounds them with a variety of limitations, explanations, 
etc. No truth stands by itself each is kept in order and harmonized 
by other truths. The dogmas relative to the Holy Trinity and the 
incarnation were not struck off all at once but piecemeal one 
council did one thing, another a second and so the whole dogma 
was built up. And the first portion of it looked extreme and con- 
troversies arose upon it and these controversies led to the second, 
and third councils, and they did not reverse the first, but explained 
and completed what was first done. So will it be now. Future popes 
will explain and in one sense limit their own power. This would 
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be unlikely, if they merely acted as men, but God will overrule 
them. Pius has been overruled I believe he wished a much more 
stringent dogma than he has got. Let us have faith and patience." 11 

A part of the ecclesiological task of the Theological Commission 
is also the question of the laity in the church. Hardly any other 
topic is such an urgent order of the day, theologically, practically, 
and concretely, as is this question in the Roman Catholic Church. 
Both clergy and people belong to the body of Christ, and both are 
equally necessary. As baptized persons the laity have their place 
in the structure and the living function of the church exactly as do 
the clergy, even though on a different level. Every baptized person 
has responsibility for the church in the world, though this does 
not affect the hierarchical order of the church. This is a new con- 
cern for which the Roman curia previously has had no organization. 
Among the preparations for the council the pope has empowered 
a special commission to deal with the practical implications of this 
question. 

The wording of the description of the Theological Commission 
indicates that the question of Scripture and tradition will be dealt 
with. We know that the exegetical situation in the Roman Catholic 
Church is tense and that differing tendencies exist beside side 
by side, not without difficulties. 12 In recent years there has been 
a tremendously intensive preoccupation with the basic idea of 
tradition without achieving agreement: Are there two sources of 
revelation, Scripture and tradition, or is there only one, the Holy 
Scriptures, which is then interpreted by tradition? 13 Will the com- 
ing council express itself authoritatively on these difficult questions? 

Topics which are being dealt with simultaneously in the various 
commissions are given thorough theological treatment in the Theo- 
logical Commission. The results of this work will be awaited with 
great and anxious eagerness, not least within the Roman Catholic 
Church itself. 

Along with the Theological Commission the nine other commis- 
sions are at work. A host of questions and problems in all areas of 
the life of the Roman Catholic Church are being tackled. Official 
statements with regard to these studies are not available. By way 
of suggestion a few of the most important subjects may be men- 
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tioned here. The question of the episcopal office is being dealt with 
theologically in the Theological Commission, but it also has its 
practical, organizational side, and the Commission on Bishops and 
the Governing of Dioceses is handling this. After 1870 there fol- 
lowed a period of rigid centralization, this council will surely be 
followed by a period of decentralization. This will require measures 
that involve reformulations of the canon law. "The principle of 
subsidiarity" will again be recognized in the church. 14 Two con- 
troversial questions, which will have to be solved by the Commit- 
tee on the Sacraments and the Committee on the Liturgy, are that 
of the introduction of the vernacular, not only in the sacramental 
of the Mass, and that of the reintroduction of Communion in two 
kinds, if not in all cases, at least on special occasions. Here the 
reintroduction of the diaconate as a special office, possibly includ- 
ing permission for deacons to many, will likely be discussed also. 
This would mean taking a step, though a short one, toward the 
solution of the difficult question of celibacy. 15 

The Commission on Seminaries and Studies will direct its atten- 
tion to the proposals for an urgent reform of the training of Catho- 
lic priests which have become audible in recent years. The situation 
of priests behind the Iron Curtain and the position of the Catholic 
Church with regard to Marxism and atheism must also be clarified. 16 

Every evangelical Christian who is at all familiar with the mis- 
sionary tasks of the church will understand that the Commission 
on Missions will have to contend with tremendously difficult prob- 
lems. The great world religions have awakened and for decades 
have been in a process of revival in conscious opposition to Chris- 
tianity, "the religion of the white colonial masters.** 17 Will the 
mission of the church be able at all to keep pace with the fantastic 
growth of population in Asia, Africa, and Latin America? Will it 
be equal to the missionary efforts of other world religions? Accord- 
ing to a Roman Catholic source, Islam has gained forty million 
new adherents within the last thirty years, whereas the Catholic 
Church has gained only about fifteen million. 18 But this by no 
means exhausts these problems. What happens when a church 
which is stamped by a particular culture and its tradition is trans- 
planted to an Asiatic or African milieu? Consequently, special care 
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will have to be devoted to the education of the priests and heads 
of these young churches. A further aspect of the mission fields, 
and one that is of utmost importance ecumenically, is the relation- 
ship of the churches to one another, a problem attended with 
many difficulties, as every missionary knows. Here the precarious 
question of religious freedom plays a large role. 19 Evangelical 
Christendom cherishes the hope that this matter too will receive 
positive discussion in the work of the commissions. 

Essential as the doctrinal side of a council must be, the pope has 
nevertheless strongly emphasized that his purpose in calling the 
council was primarily pastoral, that is, the council is to contribute 
to the inner renewal of the life of the church. 

This was evident already in the first announcement of the coun- 
cil: The world is in many respects in a sad state, "above all through 
the misuse and the breakdown of freedom of man, who is wholly 
absorbed in the pursuit of the so-called goods of this earth. He 
closes himself to heaven, which is open, and to faith in Christ, the 
Son of God, the Redeemer of the world, and the Founder of the 
church. The chase for the goods of this world comes from the 
influence of him whom the Gospel calls the prince of this world." 20 

"All this . . . diverts men from striving after the higher goods, 
weakens the energies of the spirit, leads to the relaxation of dis- 
cipline and the good old order, to the severe detriment of that 
which constitutes power of resistance of the church and her sons 
against errors." All this leads "to spiritual and moral decay and the 
downfall of nations." 21 

In his address to the members and consultors of all the prepara- 
tory commissions in St. Peter's Cathedral on November 14, 1960, 
the pope said that in the past the ecumenical councils had for the 
most part given answers to urgent questions of pure doctrine with 
reference to false doctrine and errors. And this, he said, was also 
true of the Council of Trent and the First Vatican Council. This 
council is different. Tn the modern period the face of the world 
has changed profoundly, and it is hard for it to stand its ground 
against the attractions and the perils of a constant and almost 
exclusive pursuit of material goods . . . the question is not so much 
one of some particular point or other of doctrine or of discipline 
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that has to be brought back to the pure fonts of revelation and of 
tradition, as it is of restoring the substance of humane and Chris- 
tian thinking and living (for which the church has served as 
custodian and teacher through the centuries) to full force and to 
its proper splendor." 22 

It is a question, therefore, of the substance of the Christian 
We, of the whole man, and of the revaluation of the Christian 
faith and life. The church is facing a new era. It must reflect upon 
the task that this presents. It must find renewal and strengthening 
in order to be able to fulfill the mission which has been committed 
to the church by its Lord. The council should be devoted to a pas- 
toral adaptation of the apostolate of priests and laity to the changed 
conditions of the time. 

This point of view recurs again and again in the pope's addresses. 
The council will be a revivification of power and energy for the 
apostolate, in order to show once more how the Gospel is able to 
permeate the world with its beauty, its power, and its uplift." 23 
"The council will be an event of utmost importance whereby the 
spiritual life of the church will be increased, the confession of the 
Catholic faith will be given new growth, and the morals of Chris- 
tians will flourish with the help of divine grace." 24 It will be a 
"wonderful spectacle of truth, unity, and charity, which will be 
clear to all who observe it attentively." 25 The glory of the church, 
"the city upon the mount,** 26 will become apparent even in the 
mission fields. The council will be the beginning of a new universal 
missionary epoch. 27 It has been convened above all "because the 
church in the radiant diversity of its various rites, in its multifarious 
activities, and in its unbreakable unity has resolved to gain new 
power for its divine mission." 28 

The council will be a new Pentecost. It is not accidental that the 
three festivals of Pentecost, 1959, 1960, and 1961, constitute the 
turning points in the preparations for the council and tihat on all 
three occasions the pope related the coming council to Pentecost. 
Even before his election to the papacy, shortly before the conclave, 
the then patriarch of Venice wrote in a letter to the bishop of Berga- 
mo that "the soul takes courage in the hope that a new Pentecost will 
give new strength to the church through its new head and through 
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the reorganization of the ecclesiastical organism for the triumph 
of the truth, the good, and peace." 29 

The coining council will bring together all the bishops of the 
whole world who live in concord with Borne as to a new Pentecost 
"This meeting, based on profound and large-scale preparations, 
will bring, with God's help, increased sanctification of the clergy 
and edification of the Christian flock. It will be an encouraging 
spectacle for all people whose thoughts are lifted to faith and 
peace." 30 In the prayer to the Holy Spirit composed by the pope 31 
and in his admonition to prayer to Mary in the month of May 32 he 
also spoke of the council as a new Pentecost. 

"God wills this council, and we are all convinced that the council 
will glorify the Lord/' 33 The highest thing that an ecumenical coun- 
cil can aspire to and to which it can contribute is "the triumph 
of Jesus Christ " 34 

The first condition for the happy success of the council is the 
fervent prayer of all the faithful. Again and again the pope has 
exhorted to prayer, which "is more important than all human efforts 
and the most careful diligence." 33 It is recommended that the faith- 
ful in praying the rosary pray especially for divine aid for the 
council. 36 The bishops are enjoined to observe services of prayer 
for the Holy Spirit in connection with the feast of Pentecost, 1961 
everywhere in their dioceses, that he may enlighten and in a special 
way fill with his grace all those who are engaged in the prepara- 
tion of the council. All must take refuge in the intercession of 
Mary, the mother of grace and the heavenly patroness of the 
council. The pope himself on Pentecost Sunday, 1961 has conse- 
crated several bishops in St. Peter's Cathedral whom he has called 
to proclaim die Gospel in distant lands. 37 

The pope is convinced that a good result of the council will be 
to prepare the way for real peace among the nations. Though the 
council is not a "peace congress" and neither desires nor is able 
to occupy itself with the great international problems, a direct way 
will lead from this council, at which the right principles of life 
will be clearly expressed, to the peaceful cohabitation of men and 
nations. 38 

We now turn to the pope's second main thought: the council as 
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a step on the way to the unity of Christians. It is not too much to 
say that with John XXIII a note is struck which has in fact not been 
heard from Rome for centuries. "For the first time since the Refor- 
mation the government of the Roman Catholic Church has departed 
from a more passive attitude of waiting, tentativeness, aloofness, 
and calling others back to the church. Through the personal initia- 
tive of its supreme pastor it has now moved toward a vigorously 
active readiness to meet others." 39 The unity of Christians lies upon 
his heart in a way that it did not in the case of scarcely any pre- 
vious pope. In his written and oral statements the pope hardly 
ever neglects an opportunity to mention the "others" with love and 
respect. The pope prefers to use the term "fratetti separati," the 
separated brethren. This term is said to have been used for the first 
time in the inaugural encyclical of Pius XII, and it is known that ft 
was the then Nuncio Roncalli who begged the pope to use this 
term. 40 

More and more it has become evident that the council is to be 
viewed as an "intra-Catholic concern." The enthusiasm with which 
certain parts of non-Roman Catholic Christendom received the 
announcement of the council has been very much dampened. It is 
true that the pope expresses his joy over the great amount of 
appreciation shown by non-Catholics, but at the same time he says 
emphatically that the council "is to occupy itself above all and 
exclusively (author's italics) with that which concerns our mother, 
the Catholic Church, and its inner organization." 41 The council is 
not primarily directed toward the unity of Christians, but rather 
has to do "exclusively" (esdusivamente) with the Roman Catholic 
Church. This was a great disappointment to many. But the words 
"above all" (zunachst) indicate that the pope has another idea 
about the council, although this idea plays only an indirect role: 
the unity of Christians. 

A dear picture of this aspect of the council is provided by the 
inaugural encyclical, Ad Pefri Cathedram. We quote several im- 
portant excerpts from the third part of this encyclical **On the 
Unity of the Church": 42 

"It is a matter of record that our Divine Redeemer founded a 
society which was of such a nature that it alone would exist until 
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the end of the world. This He promised in the words *Behold, I am 
with you all days even to the consummation of the world' and for 
this he prayed ever so ardently to His heavenly Father. This prayer 
of Jesus, That all may be one, even as thou, Father, in me and I 
in thee; that they also may be one in us* was without a doubt 
accepted and heeded because of its deep reverence. By this, we 
are given the most gratifying hope and assurance that, at some 
time, all the sheep that are not of this fold will earnestly desire to 
return to it. Thus, in accordance with the sentiment expressed by 
our Divine Redeemer, 'there shall be one fold and one shepherd/ 
(John 10:16) 

"The promise of this hope has already stirred us deeply to the 
action of announcing our intention of convening an Ecumenical 
Council to which Bishops from every corner of the globe will come 
to consider the serious problems confronting religion. Its special 
concerns will be the growth of the Catholic Church, the renewal 
of the spirit of the Gospel in the hearts of people everywhere and 
the adjustment of Christian discipline to the exigencies of modern 
day living. This will surely be a particularly remarkable display of 
truth, unity and love, a display which those who are cut off from 
this Apostolic See will observe. We sincerely hope that they will 
receive it as a gentle invitation to seek and acquire that unity which 
Jesus Christ prayed for so ardently to His heavenly Father. 

Tn regard to this, we are aware, and this is a consolation to us, 
that the faith and teachings of the Catholic Church have struck a 
responsive chord in the souls of many among several communities 
separated from the Chair of Peter. Then, too, considerable respect 
toward this Apostolic See has arisen and has grown daily as the 
desire for truth has meant the downfall of prejudice. In addition, 
we have noticed that almost all those who are called Christians, 43 
even though they are separated from us, have again and again held 
congresses for finding a bond of unity among themselves and have 
established Councils for this purpose. What further proof do we 
need that they are experiencing a desire of coming to at least a 
basic unity?" (There follows an exposition of the concept of unity 
in the church, unity of doctrine, unity of government, and unity of 
liturgy.) 
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"We direct a plea to all you who are separated from this Apos- 
tolic See. May this wondrous manifestation of unity by which the 
Catholic Church shines forth for all to see, and may her prayers 
from the heart by which she begs this unity from God for all of you, 
move you in a deep and salutary way. . . . 

Tlease note that when we call you tenderly to the unity of the 
true Church, we are not inviting you to a strange home, but to your 
very own, the common home of our Father. In our longing, permit 
us to exhort all of you 'in the heart of Jesus Christ* (Phil. 1:8) to 
call to mind your fathers 'who spoke to you the word of God. 
Consider how they ended their lives and imitate their faith' (Heb. 
13:7). The illustrious cohort of saints which every one of your 
nations has sent before you into heaven, and in particular, those 
who in their writings have handed down true and lucid explana- 
tions of the teachings of Jesus Christ, seem to invite you by the 
example of their lives toward that unity with this Apostolic See to 
which every Christian community was, for so many years, so 
strongly connected. 

"Again we address all of you who are separated from us as 
brothers on the strength of these words of St. Augustine: *Whether 
they wish it or not, they are our brothers. They will only cease to 
be our brothers if they cease to say "Our Father* 

Tn union with Catholics the world over, we repeat these pleas 
with earnest prayers. This we do, not only because we are moti- 
vated by ardent love toward all peoples, but because we are stirred 
by the humility of spirit in the Gospels. We are fully aware of the 
lowliness of our person whom God, not on any merit of ours but in 
His secret counsel, has deemed worthy to raise to the throne of the 
Supreme Pontificate. Wherefore, to all our sons and brothers who 
are separated from this Chair of Peter, we repeat these words: 1 
am ... Joseph your brother* (Gen 45:4). Come! 'Make room for 
us' (2 Cor. 7:2). We desire nothing more, we pray nothing more 
from God save your salvation and eternal happiness. 

This quotation clearly shows that the pope sees only one possi- 
bility for the unity of Christians and that is the visible unity of the 
non-Roman Catholic Christians with the Apostolic See, the incum- 
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bent of which is the bishop of Rome as the successor of Peter. The 
pope's statements are unequivocal and in this respect do not deviate 
from traditional Catholic teaching. If one had expected something 
else, one would have been decidedly disappointed. But how could 
one expect anything else from the pope? 

Evangelical Christians must never forget that according to the 
Roman Catholic faith the clause in the Apostles' Creed that reads, 
"I believe in the holy, catholic church," is subject to only one un- 
alterable interpretation: The church was founded upon Peter and 
his successors by Jesus Christ himself; wherever Peter and his suc- 
cessors are there is the one church of Jesus Christ. 

The pope allows no doubt to arise concerning what he means by 
unity. Unity means first unity of doctrine, as that doctrine has been 
proclaimed until now on the foundation of the Bible and the 
written and oral tradition in the Roman Catholic Church. Further, 
unity means unity of government, which according to Jesus* institu- 
tion is episcopal and papal, and finally, unity is unity in cultus, since 
the church has faithfully preserved the seven sacraments "which it 
received from Jesus Christ as a holy inheritance" and among which 
the eucharistic sacrifice plays a special role. To this unity the 
"separated brethren" are invited. There are things that are less 
crucial, in which liberty may therefore be allowed. But here there 
is no doubt as to what is crucial and necessary. 

The pope quite unqualifiedly employs the terms "return" and 
"reunion." These terms recur constantly. This may appear strange, 
since many people in the Roman Catholic Church have given up 
these expressions even though for different reasons. 44 The words 
"reunic? or "reditus" they say, are in fact subject to misunder- 
standing if they are not more precisely defined. 45 The word "return" 
can give the impression that what is meant is a return to the 
Roman Catholic Church of the sixteenth century, as if the reforma- 
tory work of a Luther or Calvin had had no importance at all. 
According to the opinion of many Roman Catholic theologians, 
however, this is not the case. The Catholic Church is not the same 
as it was four hundred years ago, but rather presents a much 
changed face today. The non-Catholic Christians should not feel 
that they are the only ones who should take a forward step while 
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the Roman church can remain passive. An attitude something like 
this: The Catholic Church cannot change itself. The Protestants 
can. Let us hope that they do so! 

It is very important that the non-Roman Catholic Christians 
should not be expected to believe that everything in the Roman 
church is irreformable, and that in this church there can be no 
distinctions between what is essential and what is nonessential, 
between time-bound traditionalism and genuine Catholic truth. 
Here points of view are touched upon which must be more clearly 
worked out in the future and which contain far-reaching theological 
implications. 

Another reason, it is said, why the terms mentioned should be 
avoided is this: The words "reunion" and "return" are inappropriate 
and subject to misunderstanding because this is not a matter of 
moving backward but rather of going forward in faith, in which 
everything truly Christian in one's own church is preserved. The 
movement is a movement forward to greater "fullness." The Roman 
Catholic Church has within itself the fullness of truth, even though 
a historical situation can bring it about that even important sides 
of the faith are pushed aside. The "separated brethren" do not 
turn "back" but rather go from a limited to a fuller knowledge of 
faith, from an incomplete faith to "full faith." Indeed, it is added 
that the separated brethren, if they come back to the paternal 
home, will not come as poor and needy suppliants, but will even 
bring gifts to their Catholic brethren, new points of view, which 
are a part of the genuinely Catholic stock of faith, but which for 
various reasons have been neglected. 46 This rather modern "fulfil- 
ment theory" is contested by evangelical theologians, but also by 
not few Roman Catholic theologians. What is meant by "fulness"? 
What is meant by "complete faith"? One must here guard against 
speaking quantitatively or quasi-biologically. The faith of an Apos- 
tle Paul, who knew nothing about the "complete faith" of the 
present-day Roman Catholic believer, was the expression of a 
"fullness." Also the faith of Luther, who disputed the "full faith" 
of his opponents, was the expression of a "fullness," though of a 
different kind from the "Roman Catholic fullness." And what does 
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"going forward" mean? Actually, is there in this view anything 
more than a subtle circumlocution of the term "return"? 

In present-day ecumenical theology, including that of the Roman 
Catholic Church, there lives, though quite scattered, an idea that 
provides a pioneering argument for the elimination of the term 
"return" in the customary sense and that is that Christian unity is 
a mystery. None of the churches, not even the Roman Catholic 
Church, can statically set itself up "as the possessor of unity." 47 
The ideas we have about unity are often all too shortsighted and 
narrow-minded, limited by particularistic complexes. We pray for 
the unity of the church, but we do not dare to leave it to God as 
to how he desires to effect this unity. There is a theology of prayer 
that does not first discuss or set up theses and antitheses that collide 
like impersonal principles, but rather first vows in prayer to Christ 
the Lord. Unitas means oneness in the one church of Jesus Christ, 
it means a new Pentecost in which the Holy Spirit gathers together 
in concord the separated Christians of all the world into the one 
flock of God. This does not mean the return of one party to the 
other, but rather both going forward. Why then not speak of 
"return" in such a way that it would mean for both a return to Jesus 
Christ? Why not accept this very term again in its radical sense? 
This would be to set out on a road that would be for both a road of 
repentance and humiliation, of deeper knowledge of the truth and 
purified faith. The day of such unitas would not be a day of tri- 
umph for any of us, for then, not we, but God would have won the 
victory. Only so would the true fullness have been reached. 48 The 
saying of Jesus, "He who finds his life will lose it, and he who 
loses his life for my sake will find it" (Matt 10:39), has its deep 
and disquieting meaning also in the life of the churches with one 
another. 

We go back to the pope's thoughts. As has been said, he appar- 
ently employs the old terms in the same old way. And yet it may 
be questioned whether he uses them altogether in the "traditional" 
way. The way in which John XXTTI uses the words, as well as his 
whole way of speaking and acting, shows that one must read very 
carefully and give heed to many small features. When the pope 
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speaks of return he does not mean simply absorption in the Roman 
Catholic Church. Return does not signify unification (Gleich- 
schaltung) with a TLatuT or Western church. The truly catholic 
church is far greater. It is quite simply a matter of the right under- 
standing of the catholicity of the church. Are we mistaken in the 
surmise that the pope is at one with those who see a danger in the 
exclusive domination of a "Roman-Latin" church? The pope desires 
no absolutism and no exclusive ascendancy of the Western "Roman" 
church. "Genuine catholicity is not dependent upon the Roman 
ritual or the use of the Latin language." 49 This must be said in 
reply to those who believe that the Catholic Church and the West 
are one and the same. The church must, so to speak, "de-European- 
ize" itself, that is, it must take seriously the thought that Christen- 
dom is not bound up with a particular system of society or a par- 
ticular culture. The catholicity of the church embraces a large 
number of different cultures, spiritualities, rites, and theological 
peculiarities. According to the pope's view, genuine catholicity quite 
simply rules out "Roman uniformity." It means variety and freedom 
and at the same time visible union with and subordination to the 
apostolic see. The two definitions do not rule each other out; they 
are rather complementary definitions of catholicity. The Roman 
Catholic Church represents today, wherever it has really become 
a world church, a great "ecumenical" question, with all the difficul- 
ties connected with it, on the solution of which the minds of men 
are divided. In this burning, ultra-Catholic concern John XXIII 
appears to stand on the ecumenical side, though he lives in the 
midst of Rome, indeed, in the midst of the Vatican and in the curia! 
In his capacity as the bishop of Rome and patriarch of Western 
Christendom the pope is on a par with the other patriarchs. The 
uniqueness of his position lies in the fact that, according to the 
Roman Catholic view, as the successor of Peter and by virtue of 
divine right he is the supreme pastor of aU Catholic churches on 
earth. But this does not hinder him from allowing differences or 
even welcoming them, as his relationship to the Orthodox Uniate 
churches and his great love for the Orthodox Church as a whole 
shows. That extraordinary event in the history of the Roman 
church, in which a Roman pope for the first time personally con- 
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secrated an Orthodox Uniate bishop according to the Greek rite in 
the Sistine Chapel on April 16, 1961, may be regarded as a symp- 
tom. 50 Also the fact that more and more Africans and Asiatics are 
being appointed as cardinals and bishops is significant in this con- 
nection. These bishops and cardinals represent communities which 
have their own stamp, which dare not be "Latinized'* but which 
will have to shape the Catholic life in their way. 

The relationship to evangelical Christians who derive from the 
Reformation is naturally much more difficult. To what extent the 
pope even knows, for example, the peculiar character of evangelical 
Lutheran Christianity is difficult to say. He does not say a word 
about the way in which such a reunion could take place. Perhaps 
at this moment it is impossible for the pope to indicate an exact 
way. He can hardly be thinking of numerous individual conver- 
sions. He is content to express an invitation in the name of the 
whole Roman Catholic Church as urgently as possible and to do 
everything that in his opinion might make possible the acceptance 
of this invitation. 

When John XXIII expresses his thoughts concerning the unity of 
Christians and the coming council we are struck by two peculiar 
points of view. First, he looks upon this event as in itself something 
so grand that it will have the effect of a gentle invitation to return. 
Repeatedly he speaks of the council as a "mirabile spectaculum 
veritatis, untiatis, et charitatis.' 951 The council as an historical event 
and with its painstaking preparations, on which men from all parts 
of the world are working together, will present a witness of divine 
truth, unity, and charity and cannot be without effect upon the 
separated brethren, if they are bona fate?* The council will mani- 
fest a church that has no intention of exerting compulsion or con- 
vincing by means of many words and syllogisms, but rather will 
in itself have the effect of a "demonstration of the Spirit and 
power." To this end all human energies must be united with the 
grace of God and its power. 

The second point of view is closely related. The separated 
brethren are not simply invited into the Roman Catholic Church 
as it is now. Something must first happen in the Catholic Church. 
Not any change in doctrine, but rather a renewal in head and 



122 The Papal Council and the Gospel 

members. The church must first attend to its own purification and 
harmony. There are things that must be done "first" and others 
"afterward." The council is first an intra-Catholic concern, a coun- 
cil of renewal. Through this it will also serve the unity of Christians. 
Afterward the ^separated brethren" can be invited. 

In an address to the heads of the Italian Catholic Action the 
pope said: "With God's grace, therefore, we shall celebrate this 
council. We shall prepare for it by endeavoring to see to it that 
what is most necessary on the part of Catholics be healed and 
strengthened as our Lord has taught us. When we have carried out 
this laborious task and thus eradicated what could hinder speedy 
progress in the human area, we shall show forth the church in all 
its splendor, sine macula et ruga (without spot or wrinkle) and say 
to all others who are separated from us, the Orthodox and the 
Protestants, etc.: 'Behold, brethren, this is the church of Christ. 
We have endeavored to remain faithful to her, to pray to the Lord 
for grace that she may always remain as he desired her to be. 
Come, come, this is the way to meeting, the way that leads to 
homecoming. Come, and occupy or reoccupy your place, which for 
many of you was the place of your forefathers/ " What is intended 
is the restoration of die whole Christian family. 53 We shall come 
back to this remarkable text. Here it is sufficient to point out that 
for the pope "the reunion of separated Christians is bound up with 
the internal Catholic renewal, to which the coming council should 
make an essential contribution." 54 

When the pope invites the "separated brethren" to reunite with 
the apostolic see, this invitation is not on his part a claim to power 
over souls. According to the pope's clear statement, which has just 
been quoted, there is only one motivation: the salvation of men for 
whose sake Jesus came into the world. We must believe what the 
pope says. The coming council is not ultimately concerned with 
goals of an ecclesiastical, political, or "religious" kind, but with 
God's saving act for men. This gives force to his words, for here 
the whole concern of the council is seen from the eschatological 
point of view: with one stroke it is lifted out of the penultimate 
perspective and set before God, coram Dei. 
But this at the same time confronts us with the deepest problem 
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of this council, which will be dealt with in the last two chapters. 

In conclusion I should like to say a few words about the estab- 
lishment of the Secretariat for the Fostering of the Unity of Chris- 
tians, Secretariatus ad unitatem Christianorum fovendam. On both 
sides the desire arose among many both Catholics and Protestants 
to have an organ within the Roman Catholic Church which would 
concern itself quite specially with "the others'* and provide infor- 
mation, contacts, and conversations. 35 Even shortly before the time 
when the papal Motu proprio was issued, however, it was not at 
all clear whether the pope would consider this wish and give an 
affirmative answer to it despite many direct requests. Certainly 
not everybody in the Vatican was for it, and there was not a little 
surprise when the Motu proprio made the following statement: 
"As a clearer expression of Our love and good will toward those 
who bear the name of Christian but are separated from the Apos- 
tolic See, and to enable them to follow the Council's activities and 
thus find it easier to discover the path that will lead them to the 
unity that 'Jesus Christ sought from the Heavenly Father with fer- 
vent prayers,* a special committee or secretariat, headed by a car- 
dinal to be chosen by Us and set up in the same way as the com- 
missions mentioned above, is hereby established.* 56 

The head of this secretariat is the former professor at the papal 
Bible Institute and co-author of the Biblical Encyclical, Divino 
Afflante Spiritu, Cardinal Augustin Bea. The secretary is also not a 
stranger, Monsignore Johannes Willebrands, a Dutchman who had 
been assigned by the episcopate of his country to assume respon- 
sibility of ecumenical work in the church of the Netherlands and 
at the same time had been deeply engaged with ecumenical ques- 
tions in his capacity as secretary of the circle of leading theologians 
called the Conference catholique pour les questions oecumeniques. 

Among the members and consultors of the secretariat are many 
of the men who have previously worked upon theological and inter- 
confessional problems with great candor and expert knowledge 
and often at personal risk. 

The fact that this secretariat did not receive the designation of 
a commission is attributable on the one hand to the fact that it was 
certainly not established only for the coming council, but is to be 
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permanent, and on the other hand that it is thereby given more 
freedom to gain experience in unaccustomed areas and to act 
accordingly. 57 According to the wording of the announcement, this 
new workshop has a twofold function: to make it possible for non- 
Roman Catholic Christians to follow the work of the coming coun- 
cil and to help the churches separated from Rome to reunite with 
the Roman Catholic Church. 

The first task makes it clear that the council is not a matter that 
concerns only Roman Catholic Christians. It also has a side that is 
turned toward "the others." The Catholic Church, says Father 
Congar, does not exist for itself without interesting itself in the 
others. What is thought and said at the coming council must also 
be thought and said with consideration of non-Roman Catholic 
Christians. The whole operation, before the council as well as at 
the council itself, must be carried out "under the eyes of the 
others.** 58 The fact that an information bureau has been set up on 
the highest level is in itself of great significance. Its purpose, how- 
ever, goes beyond that of famishing information. As Father Congar 
emphasizes, its purpose is also theological. The secretariat must 
act as an intermediary between the non-Roman Catholic Christians 
and the council. The Protestant concern is to be presented at the 
council and thus to come up against a "Vatican insularity" which 
takes hardly any account of the spiritual events in the evangelical 
world. 59 This is a high and difficult task. It gives to this workshop 
a very special mission within the various commissions which means 
that it must not merely allow others to set tasks for it but rather 
seek out its own range of functions independently. This requires a 
thorough and sympathetic knowledge of the theology and the cen- 
tral concern of the other churches. Though the work is now pro- 
ceeding in secret, it is nevertheless evident that the secretariat is 
taking this side of its task seriously and has selected for thorough 
study topics which are a part of the essential and unrelinquishable 
faith of the Reformation. We expect in the future a lively theo- 
logical activity which cannot be without its influence upon our 
side also. 
This side of the work of the secretariat raises the question of 
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participation of non-Roman Catholic theologians in the prepara- 
tions for the council and at the council itself. Naturally, direct 
participation lies quite beyond the bounds of possibility. Yet from 
the beginning it has been clearly said that Rome has been con- 
templating the participation of observers from other churches. 
This became apparent as early as the press conference held by 
Cardinal Tardini on October 13, 1939. 60 Father Congar even pro- 
poses that theologians of the various churches should be present 
during the council in Rome in order that Roman Catholic theolo- 
gians might enter into conversation with them on various important 
topics. It would be an event if the Roman Catholic Church could 
at this council for the first time in history enter fc into a structure 
of dialogue" (dans une structure de dialogue).** At the moment 
there are deliberations in the secretariat as to how participation 
in the council by theologians of other churches is concretely pos- 
sible, assuming that the other churches are willing to send such 
theologians. 

The other task is naturally closely related to this latter aspect: 
to help the churches separated from Rome to achieve the true unity 
of Christians. 

In the formulation in which the establishment of the secretariat 
was announced the terms "reunio" and "reditus" are not to be 
found; the word that is used is "unitas? The fact that this word was 
used was by no means a matter of course; this word was fought 
for. In the decision to use unitas instead of reditus or reunio lies a 
definite intention, which reflects the situation in the Roman Catho- 
lic Church today: The question of the unity of Christians is not 
so simple as many Roman Catholic theologians have thought. We 
have already discussed the problems involved. 

The new secretariat will not think that its task is an easy one. 
Its members and its consultors know better than most Roman 
Catholic bishops and theologians how narrow and difficult this 
road is. We can only wish for them that they may have the wisdom 
and the courage to go deeply, to keep themselves open to new 
insights, and to beware of pragmatic and illusory solutions. 

The question which this new workshop presents to us is this: 
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Are we evangelical Christians on our part open to new insights, 
and are we willing to listen to the witness of the Roman Catholic 
Church today? 

IV. Response in the Roman Catholic Church 

It is being repeatedly emphasized in the Roman Catholic Church 
that the coming council is not the business of the pope and the 
bishops only but also definitely the concern of the whole church: 
the priests, theologians, and also the laity. It would, of course, be 
an exaggeration to say that the council is actually felt to be the 
concern of the whole church: the great masses appear to be fairly 
untouched by it. When a Belgian newspaper posed the question, 
Are the laity interested in the council? the answer turned out to be 
rather negative, 1 People are hardly concerned about the council, 
they know too little about it, and they consider that it is an affair 
of ihe bishops. And since one has nothing to say in this matter one 
really considers oneself a passive and useless spectator. "Roma 
locuta" ... So what is the use of worrying? And yet with the 
announcement of the council a new situation has come into being 
in the Roman Catholic Church, a situation of unrest and ferment, 
of spontaneous criticism and relief, of impatient expectation and 
confident hope. The council will be the fulfilment of a great hope 
or a great disappointment. The fulfilment of a small hope would 
be considering the seriousness of the world situation and the 
plight of Christendom a great disappointment.*" 2 

In the preceding section we attempted to set forth the purpose 
the pope had in mind in calling the council. Here on the basis of 
the many comments that have been made in Roman Catholic 
Christendom since the announcement of the council we give a brief 
sketch of some reactions within the Roman Church. 3 

One basic thought is predominant everywhere and that is that 
the church is facing a new epoch and that it is high time that it 
recognizes this situation and proceeds to act Ts the council coming 
too late?" a number of Catholic students asked. 4 And someone 
has mockingly called the coming council "the council of the last 
chance*! The time has grown short. In the greetings that Arch- 
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bishop Jaeger of Paderborn sent to his diocesans at New Year, 
1960, he analyzed this new situation as follows: "There is coining 
into being a new world culture, a new world view, and it has 
already made broad inroads upon those who are swayed and 
stamped by the spirit of a secularized technological civilization." 
"Not only humanity but also the church stands at a turning point 
in its history. The so-called 'Constantinian age* is coming to a 
close." This term indicates an epoch in which the state took the 
church under its protection and its high point was in the Middle 
Ages. "Perhaps the time is not far off when Christianity will no 
longer be the common foundation of human thought, values, and 
conduct as it has been since the times of Constantine the Great." 
"In the face of the tremendous revolution of the last fifty years, 
neither a naive optimism nor a paralyzing pessimism is in order, 
but only the indestructible Christian hope. It lives by that faith 
and that love which are never inactive." 5 So far the archbishop. 

To summarize this new situation: The world has come "of age" 
and can no longer be dominated and dealt with like a child. The 
whole of Christendom must understand perforce that there are one 
or more independent worlds outside itself with other norms and 
ideals, other religions and views of life. The colossal technological 
development which inescapably stamps ihe mentality of men, the 
increasing spread of atheism, the dynamic power and expansion of 
the great world religions, the explosive awakening of the non- 
European peoples and their struggle for freedom and equality, and 
not least the threatening indifferentism, indeed, the apostasy, of 
great masses in older Christendom, all this is a tremendous chal- 
lenge to the Christendom of today. 

In this completely new situation the council was announced in 
order to show the world that the whole Roman Catholic Church 
is summoned to reflect upon its mission and mobilize itself to carry 
out this mission. There is among Roman Catholics a consciousness 
of the fact that the changed conditions demand of the Catholic 
Church that on the one hand it remain faithful to the message of 
the Lord and on the other keep itself open to an inner transforma- 
tion, an "accommodation" to the new situation. The Catholic 
Church has more thgn once in its history lived through crises of 
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adjustment which have required the mobilization of all its vital 
energies. Despite the hierarchical structure of the church, which 
also determines the structure of a council, a council also requires 
the cooperation of the laity. Here we touch upon a point which has 
entered the center of discussion with regard to the coming council. 
How will the laity influence the coining council? It is said that the 
laity will be present at the council through its bishops. After all, 
the bishops are not only teachers of the faith, but also witnesses, 
and this they are only in intimate connection with the whole com- 
munity of the faithful. *He will listen in his diocese to hear what 
the faithful expect of the council, how they look upon things. 
Therefore the laity, especially those who through knowledge and 
genuinely Catholic spirit are capable of doing so, can and should 
help to create public opinion in the church. . . . Thus before and 
during the council, as well as in his entire pastoral work, the bishop 
will carry on a never-ending dialogue with the people of God 
committed to his care. . . ." 6 It is a question, however, whether the 
contribution of the laity to the council can be made only in this 
indirect way. Otto Roegele, the well-known German journalist, 
thinks not. 7 He says, "Just because the most important task of the 
council according to Pope John XXIII is [to consist in] the 'adap- 
tation of the church to the requirements of the present,* one will 
be in large measure dependent upon the laity not only in the 
period of preparation but also during the council itself." Why does 
not the layman have his place in the commissions and consulta- 
tions, in the committees for the "preparation and elaboration of 
certain texts which are to serve the fathers of the council as work- 
ing materials and bases for discussion?* Roegele finds it discourag- 
ing and contrary to the call for a "mature laity" that up to this 
time not a single layman has found a place among the commissions. 
Extraordinarily interesting are the questionnaires which have 
been circulated in various countries and the results which have 
been published. Through them one gains a dear impression of the 
diversity of minor and major wishes and hopes which are connected 
with the council by the laity. The opinions cover a lot of ground: 
age limits and the garb of priests, the censorship of books and 
celibacy, liturgical reforms, serious political, theological, and pas- 
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toral topics, and the burning problem of reunion, all these are 
questions in which the laity are interested. 

In Spain there has been an ecumenical information service for 
more than a year. An introductory statement says among other 
things: The division of Christians is a tragedy for which all of us 
are in one way or another responsible." 8 And from the question box 
of a Spanish weekly I quote the following statements as examples: 
"I expect a close relationship between clergy and people." "I plead 
for the complete use of the vernacular, as in the East." "Preaching 
which is more evangelical, more biblical, less vulgar and less in- 
flated! The preacher should make Christ manifest, but not his own 
ideas or those of an antiquated sermon manual." 

"Why cannot modern contemporary thinking be adopted to a 
large degree in order to set forth and intellectually deepen the 
eternal teaching of the gospel?" Revision of the index librorum, "a 
factor of confusion and the cause of severe problems of conscience." 

"A simpler, more spiritual, more modern canon law, which will 
be suited to what the man of today expects in the law of the 
church." "Many problems of clericalism could have been avoided 
if the laity had been conscious of their own value within the 
church." "Today the endeavors to secure concordats must have the 
honest aim of completely separating the ecclesiastical and civil 
spheres of jurisdiction in order not to give any occasion for con- 
fusion whatsoever." "I wish, insofar as this is possible without 
violation of the dogmas, a revision of all those norms and arrange- 
ments which render more difficult the restoration of Christian 
unity." "Oh, that after the council the nations may more than ever 
before see in the church the place where believers are to be found! 
Oh, that they might seek in it more the treasure of the *Word of 
eternal life* than influence in earthly things! Oh, that the faith of 
the church and not its power would attract the attention of those 
outside!" 9 

In the Belgian periodical Evangeliser 10 we find a series of very 
interesting and candid replies. To the question: Are there any 
dogmas which in your opinion should be defined? one answer was: 
"That as few as possible be defined. That 'anathema sit 9 (may he 
be accursed!) be avoided. I hope that the council will set aside 
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peripheral definitions that could provoke the Protestants even 
more." "I leave this to the theologians." Another wrote, "It is time 
to complete the teaching of the First Vatican Council concerning 
the primacy of the pope with a statement which will define the 
rights and responsibilities of the bishops and the laymen in the 
church." Many desire an extensive decentralization. 

TEvery kind of tutelage and colonialism, especially in the realm 
of religion, must be relegated to the past." Almost all wished a 
clearer definition of the place of laymen in the church. Many are 
in favor of a simplification of church life. The external apparatus 
of the church is much too complicated and completely out of date. 
"Pomp, genuflections, ostentatious titles in the superlative, all this 
readily produces flattery on the one hand and complacency on the 
other." Unanimously the council is called upon to carry out con- 
sistently the liturgical innovations already begun. "Not liturgy for 
liturgy's sake, but rather in order through the liturgy to show forth 
the mystery of redemption." A universal wish is also the use of 
the vernacular in the liturgy. 

Many surprising answers were printed in the well-known Belgian 
paper La Revue Nouvelle. 11 Cardinal Pizzardo's condemnation of 
the worker-priests has bitterly disappointed many. One reason 
given for the negative solution of this problem was "the danger 
of the environment," and the question is asked whether a bourgeois 
environment is not a danger for the priest. "Does not the Tx>urgeois 
priest* (le pretre bourgeois) find himself in a materialistic environ- 
ment, harmful to his spiritual life and his chastity?" Should one 
not be consistent and demand the withdrawal of the "bourgeois 
priests"? "Many of the faithful have a deep yearning for a humble 
and poor church, much simpler, less hierarchical, less an admin- 
istrative machine." Occasionally one finds reactions against the 
exaggerations and confusions of the cult of Mary: "The more the 
Virgin is put in her rightful place the more will she be honored." 
A member of the legislative assembly remarks: "I ask myself 
whether the clergy, especially the higher clergy, are sufficiently 
aware that the unbelievers, including the political opponents, are 
also a part of their church. It seems to me that many ecclesiastical 
statements would be framed quite differently if they were edited 
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with some regard for the nonbelievers. It appears to me on the 
contrary that often someone takes pleasure in shocking these people 
and that, because they are not sufficiently understood, they are 
unjustly treated." A few express their qualms concerning the 
church's compromises with political systems of a Fascist or re- 
actionary stamp, as is the case in Spain or Portugal. The com- 
promises are in any case just as pernicious if they are entered into 
on the other side." 

These samplings may suffice to give an impression of the ideas 
about the council which are being discussed in the Roman Catholic 
Church at large. They indicate plainly the spontaneous criticism 
and the hope for a renewing reform. And once all the various 
replies of the bishops, and not least those from the mission areas, 
are available, the many diverse currents which are stirring in the 
Catholic Church in anticipation of the council will emerge even 
more clearly. All this indicates the tremendous responsibility of 
those who have to do with the coming council, whether they are 
now engaged in the preparations or whether they have the deciding 
voice later. "The question is: Will this council move on the level 
of the proclamatory, apologetic, and secondary matters, or will it 
create, through a broad-minded renewal of the Catholic Church, 
fundamental preconditions for union? This would be the fulfilment 
of a great hope including the hope of the pope." 12 These are the 
words of a well-known Roman Catholic theologian. 
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tian education of the young, the lay 
apostolate, social questions, etc. (H.-K , 
XIV, 1960, p. 277). The result of pre- 
liminary work by several commissions 
was seven hundred and fifty-five ar- 
ticles which were presented to the 
synod. Since only three real working 
days were available, the "treatment' 
of the articles consisted almost exclu- 
sively in the priests simply listening to 

the rcr.-i"n^ c * ~ cr? - On J une 29 ' 
1960, ihe V> JiLj&nx of the actions 
of this synod was celebrated with a 
festival service in the cathedral of St. 
Peter (Cf. Osseruatore Romano, June 
30-July 1, 1960). On November 1, 
1960, 'they became effective as law 
for the diocese of Rome. 

The significance of the synod must 
be sought primarily in the fact that it 
was the first of its kind in the diocese 
of Rome since the Council of Trent; 
though Canon 356 of the Canon Law 
prescribes that a synod shall be held 
in every diocese at least once every 
ten years. The hope is cherished by 
Roman Catholics that this synod will 
be followed by others and that grad- 
ually it will be possible to carry out 
in the diocese of Rome at least a few 
of the many urgent reforms which 
have been neglected for many years 

Only in a secondary sense did the 
synod have significance as a land of 
prelude to the great event of the ecu- 
menical council. (Cf. A. et D., pp 52 
and 64.) 
Literature: 

Prima Romana Synodus, Roma, 
Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1960, XVI 
622 pp. 

Address by His Holiness, Pope John 
XXIII at the First Synod of Rome, 
Rome, Typografia Poliglotta Vabcana, 
I960. H.-K., XIV, 1960, pp. 274-278. 
8. The canon law, which in its 
present form is rooted in the medieval 
collections of ecclesiastical kw and 
the decisions of the Council of Trent, 



was assembled under Pope Benedict 
XV and published (on May 27, 1917) 
as the Codex turis canonici, contain- 
ing 2,414 canons. Many of the pro- 
visions of this collection of laws bear 
the stamp of past ages, and an adapta- 
tion to the conditions of our tune has 
long been considered. Since a coun- 
cil is above canon law, it is natural 
that this task should be assigned to it 
in order that there might be at least 
certain guiding principles for a thor- 
ough revision: "In general the revised 
canon law should be more of a skele- 
ton kw than the present one, which 
would permit a certain freedom of ac- 
tion according to the circumstances 
of the time and the national situa- 
tion" (Onentierung 24, 1960, p. 153). 

The modernization of the canon 
kw which the pope has announced 
will consist primarily in drawing the 
canonical consequences from the de- 
cisions of the council Therefore the 
new edition of the specifically Oriental 
canon kw (in force in the Uniate 
churches), which had already been 
begun under Pius XII, was discontin- 
ued, so that no further installments 
will appear until the council has con- 
cluded its work. 

From Roman Catholic sources come 
reports of concrete modifications in 
the legisktion concerning maniage 
(especially with respect to conditions 
in the mission fields), in ecclesiastical 
penal kw, and in the provisions con- 
cerning the censorship of books. (Ori- 
entierung 24, 1960, p. 153; cf. 
Felix Lector: "Der Index der ver- 
botenen Bucher" Onentierung 23, 
1959, pp. 124-129, and Hans Kung, 
KonzU und Wiedervereinigung, p. 

9. The Latin text was published 
kter; see Acta Apostolicae Sedis 
(AAS) 9 LI, 1959, pp. 65-69. 

10. Dom Olivier Rousseau in Le 
Concfie et les Concues, p. xv. 

11. DasKirchenrechtderKatholiken 
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und Protestanten in DeutschUmd, 
1883, (reprint, Graz, 1959), III, p. 
630. 

12. R. Aubert, Le Pontifical de Pie 
IX, Pans, 1952, p. 329. 

13 H-K., IV, 1950, pp. 318-320. 
Cf The Ecumenical Review, II, 1950, 
pp. 296 f. and W. A. Visser t' Hooft, 
Der Sinn des Wortes "Okumenisch" 
Stuttgart, 1954, p. 31 

14. A. etD 9 p. 15. 

15. H.-K., Xm, 1959, p. 274. 

16. See e g. Chronique religieuse in 
Irenikon, XXXUI, 1960, p. 198. 

17. Lorenz Jager, Das okumenische 
Konzu, die Kirche und die Christen- 
heit, p 87. 

18. Cf. Hmschius, Kirchenrecht, 
III, pp. 603ff , H. Jedin, JOeine Kon- 
ziliengeschichte, (Ecumenical Coun- 
cils in the Catholic Church, An His- 
torical Survey, 1960), p. 9, L. Jager, 
Das okumenische KonzU, die Kirche 
und die ChristenheH, p. 98; and 
Orientierung 24, 1960, p. 150. 

18 a. Cf. the address of the pope 
at Pentecost vespers in St. Peter's 
Cathedral on June 5, 1960, A. et D., 
p. 101, H.-K., XIV, 1960 pp. 494- 
496 

19. A. et D., pp. 22-23, H.-K., 
XHI, 1959, p. 464. 

20. A. et D., p. 161. 

21. Cardinal Tardini supplied in- 
formation concerning the progress of 
the work at a press conference on Oc- 
tober 30, 1959. See A. et D., pp. 
153ff., H.-K., XIV, 1960, pp. 103-106. 

22. A. et D., pp. 89-92. 

23. A. et D., p. 162. 

24. AAS., IH, 1960, pp. 433-437; 
A. et D., pp. 93-96; H.-K., XIV, 1960, 
513-514. 

25. On Nov. 18, 1960, a Commis- 
sio CeremoniaUs was appointed in ad- 
dition. 

26. H.-K., XIV, 1960, p. 514. 

27. Ibid.,p.5U. 

28. Ibid. 



29. H.-1C, XIV, 1960, pp. 494-495, 
cf . A. et D., p. 92. 

30. Nevertheless the heads of the 
commissions are all curia-cardinals, 
who are prefects or secretaries of 
curia offices corresponding to the 
commissions. Herder Korrespondenz 
calls attention to this fact which is 
surprising, considering the pope's 
statement, and to the exact corre- 
spondence between the range of func- 
tions or the individual commissions 
and the corresponding curia offices. 
Only the Commission on the Lay 
Apostolate is new. In view of such 
homogeneity, one might fear a certain 
overemphasis of the Roman curia and 
its functions. People who see in the 
council the beginning of a new era 
in the church see in this **curial" 
structure a not to be underestimated 
danger of a Romanizing'* of the coun- 
cil, which was precisely what the 
pope's words, "the council is some- 
thing else," were intended to prevent. 
Herder Korrespondenz quotes a state- 
ment by Father Yves Cougar in the 
French newspaper Temoignage chre- 
tien (June 17, 1960): "From my con- 
tact with non-Catholics, nonbefievers, 
and Catholics, who really stand with 
both feet in the world, I ask myself 
whether sufficient account is always 
given in Home to the serious motives 
of dissatisfaction or criticism which 
are expressed with reference to Rome" 
(H.-K., XIV, 1960, p. 497). Cf. the 
plain words of O. Roegele in "Was 
etwarten ictr com Konzil?" 1961, pp. 
106fF., and the very outspoken article 
by the Jesuit P. Rouquette, "La 
Preparation du Concue** in Messager 
du Coeur de Jesus, Feb. 1961, pp. 
49ff., in which, a reform of the curia 
is proposed as one of the themes of 
the council. 

31. H.-K., XIV, 1960, p. 495. 

32. A list of the members and ad- 
visers of all the commissions and sec- 
retariats., complete up to Christmas, 
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1960, has been published by the Cen- 
tral Commission. Ponttfcie Commis- 
sion* Preparatone del Concflio Ecu- 
menico Vaticano //, Rome, 1960. New 
appointments are constantly being 
made which are announced in Os- 
sercatore Romano The study of this 
small book is not uninteresting. 

According to Lc Civiltd Cattolica, 
112, 1961, pp. SOOff., the following 
statistics emerge up to January 24, 
1961: 

698 persons are participating di- 
rectly and actively in /.e \vork of the 
preparatory commissions. Of these 49 
are cardinals (17 curia-cardinals and 
32 resident bishops), 6 patriarchs, 102 
archbishops, 114 bishops, 176 secular 
clergymen, 26 monks, and 7 laymen 
(1 m the Studies Commission and 6 
in the administrative secretariat). 

Of these 699 persons, 48 belong to 
the Oriental Rite (among the 29 bish- 
ops) and these "Orientals" come from 
22 different folk groups. 

If one inquires further as to the 
origin of these persons, the figures are 
as follows: 

Europe 528 

Asia 43 



Africa 14 

North America 70 

Central and South America 48 
Oceania 9 

Of the European members 82 come 
from France, 60 from Germany, 14 
from England, 12 from Ireland, 174 
from Italy, 22 from Holland, 45 from 
Spain, and 9 from Russia. 

Many of the foreign members al- 
ready reside in Rome since they are 
employed in the Vatican; this applies 
to 274; 58 live in Italy outside of 
Rome, 201 in the other European 
countries, 47 in Asia, 26 in Africa, 60 
in America, and 11 in Australia. 
33. H-K, XV, 1961, p 168 
34 A. etD,p 60 

35. H.-K., XIV, 1959, p. 106. 

36. Cf. the aiticle by Cardinal An- 
tonio Bacci in Osservatore Romano, 
July 3, 1960, p. 3 

37. Cf. Cardinal Tardinfs press 
conference of October 30, 1959, A. et 
>,p. 157. 

38 Article in the Flemish news- 
paper Streven, April 13, 1960, pp. 
601-604, quoted from La Civiltd Cat- 
tolica, 111/3, I960, pp. 411ff. 
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1. "De veritate, imitate et pace 
caritatis afflatu provehendis." AAS, 
LI, 1959, pp. 498BF., A. et D , pp. 33- 
39, H.-K., XIII, 1959, pp. 538-548. 

2. Orientierung 23, 1959, p. 149. 

3. Ibid., p. 151, A. et D , p. 24. 

4. On the significance of the coun- 
cils in the life of the Roman Catholic 
Church see L. Jager, Das okumenische 
Konzil, die Kirche und die Christen- 
heti, 1960, and "Le ConcOe et les 
concdes. Contribution a Thistoire de 
la vie concilaire de TEglise^ Cheve- 
togne, 1960. 

5. #.-, XV 1960, p. 83. 



6 tf.-K, XIV, 1960, p. 514. The 
Theological Commission corresponds 
to the Holy Office, which is headed by 
the pope and has absolute supreme 
authority in all questions of faith 
and morals. The secretary of the Holy 
Office is the very conservative Cardi- 
nal Alfredo Ottaviani, who was ap- 
pointed the head of the Theological 
Commission. The secretary of the lat- 
ter is the Dutch Jesuit, Peter Sebas- 
tian Tromp, who has worked in the 
Holy Office for years and in 1943 
played an active part in the promul- 
gation of the famous encyclical of 
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Pius XII, concerning the church, 
"Mystici Corporis Christi." A number 
of the most eminent Roman Catholic 
theologians are collaborators in this 
commission. Among them two names 
stand out especially: the two French- 
men, Yves Congar of the Dominican 
order and the Jesuit, Henri de Lubac. 
The pope saw to it personally that 
these two outstanding theologians, 
who were under controversy and at 
one time placed under the restric- 
tions of the Holy Office because of 
their theology, were appointed, not, 
it is true, as voting members, but as 
advisers of the commission. All the 
more regrettable is the fact that the 
name of one of the most distinguished 
and independently thinking theolo- 
gians of Germany, Professor Karl 
Rahner S J. is missing among the reg- 
ular members of the Theological Com- 
mission. At a relatively later time 
Karl Rahner was appointed a con- 
suitor to the commission on regula- 
tions about the sacraments. (Osserva- 
tore Romano, March 23, 1961.) 

7. Denzinger - Rahner, Enchiridion 
Symbolorum, Nr. 1839. Neuner/Roos, 
Der Glaube der Kirche in den Urkun- 
den der Lehrverkiindigung, Nr. 388. 

8. Hans Kiing, Konzil und Wieder- 
vereinigung, 1960, p. 197. 

9. Cf . the declaration of principle 
by the German episcopate after the 
First Vatican Council (1875), quoted 
by Hans Kung, Konzti und Wieder- 
vereinigung, pp. 237ff., and the ex- 
press words of Leo XIII in his evan- 
gelical Satis cognitum (1896): "Just as 
the authority of Peter is always neces- 
sarily present in th<g bishop of Rome, 
so the bishops in their capacity as 
successors of the apostles are also the 
heirs of the lawful authority of the 
apostles, so that the office of bishops 
(ordo episcoporum) is necessarily a 
part of the essential structure of the 
church. 

These words were not incorporated 



in Denzmger/Rahner, Enchiridion 
Symbolorum. They are quoted here 
from J. Hamer, Le Concile, engage- 
ment de toute TE$ise, (Lumiere et 
Vie, 45, 1959, p. 51). 
10. George Florovsky, "Le future 
Concile de FEglise Romaine" in Le 
Messager Orthodo^ce, 6, 1959, p. 4. 
See also M. Schmulders, "Theologfsche 
Vberlegungen zu einem kiinftigen 
UnionskonziF in Orientierung, 23, 
1959, pp. 165-171 

11. John Henry Newman in letter to 
Miss Holmes (Wilfrid Ward, The Life 
of John Henry Cardinal Newman, 
London, 1912, Vol. H, p. 379). 

12. Symptomatic, though unusual in 
form and content, is the article in 
Divmitas, 3, 1960, pp. 387-456, by 
Mons. A Romeo, "Uinciclica 'Divino 
afflante Spiritu e le 'Opiniones No- 
vae. 9 " Cf . the reply to this hi Verbum 
Domini, 39, 1961, pp 3-17, "Pontifi- 
cium Institution Bibhcum et recens 
libeUus Rmi Dni A. Romeo," Le 
Blond, "UEglise et LTustOTre," in 
Etudes, 1961, pp. 85-88 and H.-K., 
XV, 1961, pp. 344-346: "Eine Kontro- 
verse tm Rom.** 

13. See Peter Lengsfeld, Vberlie- 
ferung. Tradition und Schrift in der 
katholischen und evangelischen Theo- 
logie der Gegenwart, 1960 

14. See Hans Kiing, Konzfl, und 
Wiederoereinigung, pp. 209SF. Cf. O. 
Roegele, Was erwarten wir vom Kon- 
zfl? p. 75f: The Roman centralism 
and file world of tomorrow," in which 
the author turns stxoncly asainst the 

^'py tenuencies T^ the J\oman 



Catholic Church today. The great 
question is whether the centralism of 
the Vatican is compatible with the 
New Testament concept of the 



15. Some Roman Catholic theolo- 
gians go still farther and propose that 
in certain cases the celibacy of priests 
be set aside. See for example B. R. 
Spiazzi O. P. in Monitor Ecclesiasti- 
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cu9, 1959, pp. 389ff. Cf . Documenta- 
tion CathoUque, 42, 1960, pp. 402ff. 
During the Roman synod John XXIII 
emphatically opposed this, saying that 
celibacy was one of the great glories 
of the church which could never again 
be given up (H -K., XIV, 1960, p 
275). See further P. Winmger and J. 
Hornef, "Le renouceau du diaconat 
Situation presente de la controverse" 
Noucette Revue Theologfque, 93, 
1961, pp. 337-366. 

16. Interesting in this connection is 
the fact that recently an institute for 
the investigation of atheism has been 
established at the papal university "De 
Propaganda Fidei." 

17. Klostennaier in Onentierung, 
23, 1959, p. 104. The pope himself 
frag spoken concerning the manifold 
problems of present-day missions in 
the encyclical "Princeps Pastorum* 
of November, 1959. H .-., XIV, 1960, 
pp. 170-180. 

18. Ecangeliser, 14, 1960, p. 606. 

19. Cf. De Albornoz, Roman Cath- 
olicism and Religious Liberty, 1959. 

20. A et D., pp. 4-5, H.-K., XHI, 
1959, p. 388. 

21. Ibid. 

22 H.-K., XIV, 1961, p. 167. 

23. To Asiatic and African Stu- 
dents, April 6, 1959, A. et D , p. 16. 

24. To the Cardinals in Secret Con- 
sistory, Dec. 14, 1959, A. et D., p. 62 

25. In his first encyclical "Ad Petri 
Cathedra," A. et D., p. 34. 

26. A. et D. 9 p. 15. 

27. To the leaders of the papal 
work for Propagation of the Faith. 
A. et D. 9 p. 86. 

28. To the Commission for More 
Remote Preparation, June 30, 1959, 
A. <*D.,p.41. 

29. A. et D., p. 87. 

30. In the address of the pope in 
St. Peter's Cathedral on Pentecost, 
1959. A. et D., p. 25, H.-K., XHI, 
1959, p. 464. 



31. AAS, LI, 1959, p. 832, A. et D., 
p. 48. 

32. A et P., p. 21. 

33. A. et D., pp. 85-86. 

34. A. et D., p 104. 

35. A. et D., p. 37, H.-K, XIII, 

1959, p. 544. Cf A. et D., pp. 20-21. 

36. In the Marian encyclical "Grata 
recordatio," Sept 26, 1959, A. et D., 
p. 49. 

37. In the Littera Apostolica "Cele- 
brandi ConcUH Oecumenicf addressed 
to all bishops, April 11, 1961. Osser- 
vatore Romano, April 19, 1961. 

38. See, for example, H.-K., XIV, 

1960, p. 496, XV, 1961, p. 169 and 
A. et D , p. 81. 

39. Hans Kung, Konzil und Wieder- 

40. Orientierung, 24, 1960, p. 206. 
See also HocManflQSQ, p. 501. 

41. H.-K., XV, 1961, p. 168. Cf. 
Osservatore Romano, Nov. 14/15, 
1960, p 2. 

42. In the first encyclical letter of 
John XXIII, Ad Petri Caihedrum, 
pp. 20-28. Pauhst Press, N.Y. 

43. Hie Latin text reads: "qui 
christiano nomine decorantur," i.e., 
those who are adorned with the Chris- 
tian name (or the name of Christians). 
According to the whole intention of 
the pope it is impossible to find any- 
thing derogatory in this, such as that 
the Protestants adorn themselves with 
a name to which they are in reality 
not entitled! 

44. Also The Chair of Unity Oc- 
tave, the head office of the Apostolate 
for Reunion, which is directed by the 
Franciscan Friars of the Atonement, 
who insist upon a "return, 7 * has under- 
taken an alteration of the intentions 
of the week of prayer. For example, 
instead of the words, "For the return 
of all sheep to the one fold of Saint 
Peter" the words now read, Tor the 
union of all Christians in the one true 
faith of the church.** Instead of the 
words, 'That the Lutherans and all 
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other Protestants of the continent of 
Europe may return to holy church'* 
the words, "For the reconciliation of 
European Protestants with the holy 
see." "This is not merely a change of 
wording," says Herder Korrespondenz, 
**but a change of attitude, to which 
Pope John XXIII has always attached 
great value" (H.-K., XV, 1960, p. 107. 
Of. Unites, XII, 1960, pp. 213-214). 
Nevertheless, they oppose the prayer 
intention which, as is well known, was 
introduced in 1934 by the Franciscan 
priest Paul Couturier. That form read: 
*Pray for the unity which Christ wills 
for his church by the means that he 
wills Pray for the sanctification of all 
Christians and the confessional 
groups." This form is severely criti- 
cized in the book by the Rev. David 
Gannon, S.A., Father Paul of Gray- 
moor, N.Y., 8th ed., 1954. Employing 
an analysis of the encyclical Humani 
Generis ( 1950) and other papal docu- 
ments, this book argues controversially 
against "this destruction and watering 
down of the Catholic truth of faith." 
It is only an attempt to set forth the 
question of the unify of the church 
for those who are not Roman Catho- 
lics in a more pleasing and milder 
form. 

For an understanding of the oraver 

O f J 

for unity in Paul Couturier's sense see 
the two articles by Maurice Villain, 
"Gebetsgerneinschaf?' and "Das Ge- 
heimnis der christlichen Einheit" (Or- 
ientierung, 25, 1961, pp. 16-17 and 
28-31) and his book Introduction a 
foecumenisme, 1959, pp. 168 f. 

In the first volume of the documents 
of the council there is reprinted a very 
laudatory letter which the pope sent 
to the Superior General of the Fran- 
ciscan Friars of the Atonement on Oc- 
tober 28, 1959 (A. et D., p. 54). 

45. See the fine exposition of these 



ideas by Johannes ^Villebrands in the 
periodical Rocca, published by Cita- 
detta Christiana, Assisi, Feb 1, 1961, 
p. 22. 

46. See, for example, Karl Adam, 
Una Sancta in katJwlischer Slcht, 
1948, pp. 110 ff. 

47. M. Villain in Orientierung, 25, 
1961, p. 29 

48. A good example of an ecumeni- 
cal theology in this sense is represent- 
ed on the Roman Catholic side by M. 
J Le Guiflou, Mission et unite. Les 
exigences de la communion. I-H, 
Paris, 1960. Cf. H.-K, XV, 1961, pp. 
276-280. 

49. K. Elostennaier, "Auf dem 
Wege zur WeUkirche," Orientierung, 
23, 1959, p. 104. 

50. Osservatore Romano, April 
17/18, 1961. Cf. the article "Un nto 
e un centenano," Osservatore Romano, 
April 19, 1961, p. 1. In a private au- 
dience the pope said to the Maromte 
Patriarch Meouchi: "We desire that 
the oriental churches should zealously 
preserve their nte, their language, 
tn^yir traojtions, and their "privileges 
(H.-K., XIV, 1959, p. 60). 

51. See, for example, A. et D., pp. 
15, 34, and 65. 

52. Here an important idea of the 
First Vatican Council is taken seri- 
ously: "Even through itself the church 
is a great and constant incentive to 
veracity and an irrefutable testimony 
to her divine mission, by virtue of her 
wonderful propagation, her outstand- 
ing holiness and inexhaustible fruit- 
fulness in all good, in her catholic 
unity and invincible steadfastness." 
Neuner/Roos, Der Glaube der Kirche, 
Nr. 356, Denzinger/Rahner, Euchiri- 
dion, Nr. 1794. 

53. A. et D., p. 46, H.-K, XIV, 
1959, p. 9. See also XHI, 1959, p. 515. 

54. Hans Kung, Konztt und Wieder- 
vereinigung, p. 16. 

55. See, for example, Yves Cougai, 
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**Le Concue, FEglise at 'les Autres"* 
in "Le Concde Oecumenique" (Lumi- 
ere et Vie, 45, 1959, p. 84), German 
translation in Trierer theologiscJie 
Zeitschrift, 1960, pp. 129-147. Cf. 
Peter Meinhold, "Was erwarten evan- 
gdische Christen vom angekundigten 
Okumenischen Konzfl?" Una Sancta, 
15, 1960, pp. 39-40. 

56. A. et D., p. 5, H.-K., XIV, 
1960, p. 514. 

57. On this secretariat see C. J. 
Dumont, "Le secretariat pour I unite, 
in Istina, XIII, 1960, pp. 65-70. Cf. 
"Entwicklungen m der romtsch-katlio- 
lischen Kirche. Aus dem Bericht des 
Exekuttvausschusses des Okumen- 
ischen Bates vom August I960," Oku- 
menische Rundschau, 9, 1960, pp. 
204 ff. 



58. Lumiere et Vie, 45, 1959, p. 89. 

59. A. Ebneter, "Die Pwtestanten 
und das Konzil," Onentierung, 24, 
1960, p. 233. 

60. H.-K, XIV, 1959, p. 104. 

61. In Lumiere et Vie, 45, 1959, 
pp. 90-92. See Orientierung, 23, 1959, 
p. 182, and O. Roegele, Was erwarten 
wir vom Konzil? pp. 29 ff,, in which 
the author goes very far and makes 
the proposal that a contact committee 
be established "which would discuss 
all appropriate questions, before they 
reach the plenum, with the Lutheran, 
Reformed, and Orthodox theologians 
in order to ascertain then* reaction to 
the content and the proposed formula- 
tion of the council decrees" (p. 31). 



Section IV 



1. Evanggfoer, 15, 1960, pp. 3ff. 

2. Hans Kung, Konztt und Wieder- 
cereintgung, p. 183. 

3 An excellent introduction to the 
problems racinir the council is civen m 
Wort und Wahrheit (15, 1960, Heft 
4-7): Impulses and Hopes for the 
Second Vatican Council. 1. The 
Church on the Road to One World 
(pp. 245-262). 2 Faith and Life m 
the Age of Technology (pp. 325-346). 
3. Renewal in Proclamation and Canon 
Law (pp. 405-422). 

4. Hans Kimg, Konzil und Wieder- 
vereinigung, p. 193. 

5. Katholisches Amtsblatt fur die 
Erzdiozese Paderborn, 1, 1960, pp. 



4 ff. Quoted in Orientierung, 24, 1960, 
pp. 13 ff. 

6. Cardinal Julius Dopfner, Berlin. 
Quoted in O. Roegele, Was erwarten 
wir vom Konzu? p. 20. Cf . L. Jaeger, 
Das dkumenische Konzil, die Kirche 
und die Christenheit, pp. 94-104, and 
J. Hamer, "Le Conctte oecumenique, 
engagement de toute FEglise" in Lu- 
miere et Vie, 45, 1959, pp. 57 ff. 

7. Was erwarten wir vom Conzil? 
pp 24ff. 

8 H.-K., XV, 1960, p. 58. 
9. H.-K., XV, 1961, pp. 153 ff 

10. 15, 1960, pp. 3-20. 

11. 15, 1959, pp. 532, 547. 

12. Hans Kung, Konzil und Wieder- 
vereinigung, p. 183. 
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Chapter VI 

The Council and 
Evangelical Christians 



Having briefly attempted in the preceding to see the coming 
council in its Roman Catholic context, we are now faced with this 
difficult question: Does this council concern us? Us, the "others," 
who are not Roman Catholics? This question the "others'* must 
ask and seek to answer, each in his own way and according to his 
premises. This applies especially to the churches which originally 
belonged to the Roman Catholic Church, the Orthodox Church, 
the Anglican Church, the Reformed Church, and the Lutheran 
Church. What position does the evangelical Lutheran minority 
take with respect to the coming Roman Catholic council? This 
question will be dealt with in the last two chapters of this book. 

First, is there any point at all in posing this question? Have we 
not grown so far apart that it will be asked seriously only by a 
very few? For the great majority of evangeEcal Lutheran Chris- 
tians the council is an alien affair that lies completely outside their 
Christian sphere of interests and hardly finds a place in their 
thoughts. And for the overwhelming majority of Catholics and 
certainly also the fathers of the council the evangelical Lutheran 
Church is an equally alien area, something so peripheral and 
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Christianly irrelevant that they can hardly attach any importance 
to the answer to such a question. We must not labor under any 
delusions about this fact. 

But even more serious: Has not the relation between these two 
churches been so thoroughly destroyed that our question has 
become futile from the outset? We cannot forget that Martin 
Luther was officially excommunicated, nor that this same man 
saw in the pope the Antichrist. Why was the break so radical at 
that time? Naturally many reasons can be given, but one thing we 
dare never forget: the break was so profound because in the Ref- 
ormation, quite apart from how one may judge it in other respects, 
such ultimate decisions were arrived at as perhaps never before 
in the history of the church. This break was no superficial wound; 
it went to the ultimate depths. Other churches may walk together 
on an easier, less thorny path; the Roman Catholic Church and 
the evangelical Lutheran Church, because of the original core of 
the Reformation, are not spared a toilsome road. 

When we forget this in our ecumenical age we render the whole 
thing so harmless that henceforth everything we propose to do can 
no longer be taken seriously. Must we not honestly admit that our 
relation to the Roman Catholic Church and its coming council can 
be only a negative one? Does the council ultimately concern us? 
Is this anything more than an "intra-Catholic affair** at which we 
can be only critical spectators? Naturally, a great deal can happen 
between these two groups of Christians in the personal realm, but 
there is no chance whatsoever between the churches. The rift can 
no longer be bridged, and in view of the many confusions and 
many false hopes it is salutary, though painful, to admit that we 
are facing a clear Either-Or: Either evangelical Christian or 
Roman Catholic Christian. In making this statement we also best 
serve our Catholic fellow Christians. Thereupon we must do all in 
our power to live with one another in the "civil" domain as well 
and honestly as at all possible, we must show genuine tolerance of 
each other, and work together in areas where this can be done 
without misunderstandings. 

This solution seems to be consistent, and yet it is wrong: Roman 
Catholic and evangelical Lutheran appear to be mutually exclu- 
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sivc. For both this is a shocking fact, the lull weight of which must 
be realized by both sides and should give us no rest night and 
day. Yet we cannot stop with this solution. Life contradicts it. Life 
fights against the logic of mutual exclusion." This paradoxical situ- 
ation must not only be borne in faith but also at the same time be 
broken through in faith. Both parties have never been quits with 
each other and certainly are not today: Christians of both churches 
meet, and theologians have entered into conversation which is not 
a futile collision of long-established principles or mutually exclusive 
theses and antitheses, but rather a dialogue that means a living 
encounter of human beings in the realm of truth. Interconf essional 
speech, like every other kind of human speech, is always tainted, 
but our time has shown that a dialogue between the confessions is 
possible, a dialogue in which language does not always separate 
but rather opens up new common insights, and thus leads those 
who are separated closer to each other. Here no sense of superior- 
ity or of knowing better can help, but only the common responsi- 
bility for the Gospel of Jesus Christ and his church. To think ecu- 
menically means to include and take the others into account. Thus 
there is required of both parties a spiritual attitude in which one 
does not see in the other primarily the apostate from whom one 
must separate oneself in fear of aversion, or, considering ourselves 
the "beati possed&ntes? the one to whom we address ourselves as 
missionaries, but rather as someone who is of importance to us, 
one who has been given to us by God as our nearest neighbor, as a 
gift and a responsibility. In him too the Holy Spirit is at work, pro- 
ducing his fruits, not only for him alone but also for us. 

The existence of this "other one" confronts us with a theological 
problem which we dare not evade. The problem is, how can we 
take this "other one" into our theological thinking? If the "other" 
exists because God has so willed, then he turns out to be not merely 
an opposing church or a church which has not yet been realized, 
but a brother on whom we depend in our existence as a church 
and with whom we must share the common responsibility despite 
all our differences. 

It is not good that the man should be alone, not even as a theo- 
logian said sit venia verbolnot even as a church. It is not good 
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for the Lutheran Church to remain alone. Then it all too easily 
becomes a "particularist church" (Sonderkirche), which Luther 
himself feared. A "particularist church" is a contradictio in adiecto. 
There can be no such thing as a church "for itself, 9 * a monological 
church. If the Lutheran Church does not constantly listen to the 
question presented to it by the Roman Catholic Church, but rather 
looks upon the confessional problem as solved and therefore dis- 
posed of, then this is a sign of an inner stagnation in which that 
for which the Reformer fought has been forgotten. Then our church 
would content itself with a separate existence in which access to 
the living history from which it flows and to which it belongs had 
become very small, indeed, perhaps entirely closed. It dare never 
desire to be alone-for the sake of its own life. It must always be 
willing to let the others tell it something, in order that in this way 
it may repeatedly be pointed back to its origin. This is precisely 
the way in which it fights against the forces that threaten it. Every 
church has its tentatio, and certainly the Lutheran Church does 
too. In togetherness with the others it is aided by the Spirit of 
truth himself in order that it may not perish because of its 'par- 
ticularity.*' 

The fact that the Roman Catholic Church cannot exist alone has 
been demonstrated by its own history. This is why in the last 
analysis the Reformation was a great blessing to it. It too cannot 
and dare not content itself with its separate existence, no matter 
how universal its structure. It is very difficult for every church to 
assent to this truth, but doubtless most difficult of all for the Roman 
Catholic Church. This is inherent in the very nature of its under- 
standing of itself. It must be bluntly said, however, that if the 
Roman Catholic Church however hiddenly this may occur is not 
open to the positive question addressed to it by the Reformation 
which goes straight to the center of the Bible and to the insight 
into the salvation of God through Jesus Christ given there, then 
this is a sign that it has departed far from the determinative center. 
Then it too has become a particularistic tradition. It too cannot get 
along without the others. If it believes it can do this it is deceiving 
itself. Not only for the evangelical Lutheran Church but also for 
the Roman Catholic Church togetherness with others is a gracious 
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ordinance of God which we dare not think of as something external 
and imposed or simply accept superficially, but rather must accede 
to gratefully. We do not like to give our assent to this truth of 
mutual, necessary aidconfusione hominumr-providentia Dei but 
we must and we may do so. 

If these judgments are true, then what happens among the others 
cannot be a matter of indifference. Love also drives us to this 
realization. Love and truth belong together because in the deepest, 
hidden sense they are one. Love breaks through all barriers and 
goes to the utmost limits, but it is never without the truth. On the 
other hand, truth likewise can never be without love. Otherwise 
it atrophies in killing harshness and coldness. If Jesus had been 
only the truth, he would have been the death of all sinners. He is 
the truth, because he is love. It is a dreadful sign of the Fall that 
we are capable of separating truth from love and that we actually 
do so even in relation to our Christian brothers. Cautious, calcu- 
lating reason says: First comes truth, and often this means: first 
we must agree on what I consider to be the truth, then comes love. 
But this is a distortion, not only of love but also of truth. 

Love knows no boundaries. Love goes on working even where 
in my deepest conviction the other is not in the truth. Love seeks 
out die other and can never act as a passive spectator. It cannot 
dismiss him either with cool condemnation or with reserved, ulti- 
mately negative speech. For I am not dealing with a stranger but 
with my brother, from whom I am separated but who is neverthe- 
less my brother just as truly as I stand with him before the cross 
of Jesus. 

In view of what has just been said, it is dear that we are not 
permitted to view the coming council merely as an **intra-Catholic" 
concern with which we have nothing to do. In one way or another 
we are involved! In the last chapter of this book the great tensions 
in the area of doctrine will be dealt with. Here we shall deal in 
somewhat more detail with several concrete points of this council 
which we have already touched upon in preceding chapters. 

One peculiarity of this council is the reason given for its con- 
vocation. Here already we are involved, and in a very direct way. 
The Roman Catholic Church has seen that it is facing a new era. 



144 The Papal Council and the Gospel 

Mr ny of its faithful have realized that today it is not the church 
that addresses questions to the world, but rather that it must 
answer the very serious questions of the world. To the world it 
appears that the face of the church has grown warped and old. 
"Three-fourths corpse," said a nonbeliever who traveled about 
Europe several years ago! 

It is necessary to see this one thing: The reason given for the 
council is an unavoidable question addressed to us and, so under- 
stood, an invitation to us and the other churches! In this connection 
what may alienate and trouble us so far as the inner structure and 
the external course of such a council is concerned is quite im- 
material. If the council really came into being because of the needs 
and the overwhelming problems of our time, then we have an 
obligation to it. For we are confronted with the same need and 
the same problems. Our church too has received the commission 
to proclaim the Gospel and perform the works of love in the midst 
of this world. Evangelical Christians are struggling with the same 
difficulties down to many details even though they may arrive at 
quite different solutions. It would be a bad thing if the evangelical 
Lutheran Church, simply on account of pure zeal to look upon the 
others critically, were no longer to see the challenge of the world. 
In common wrestling with the same problems we do each other a 
salutary service, even though we cannot accept or must contradict 
the others' solutions. 

When this common situation is understood and taken seriously 
the result for evangelical Christians is the demand that they give 
expression to their criticism. This criticism is not motivated merely 
by the desire to say No, but springs from an insight into the 
Gospel which obligates us. 

The coming council desires a renewal of the church. Renewal 
is related to reformatto, and refonnatio means, as Hans Rung 
rightly says, "to give back an earlier, better form, to reorganize and 
give new form to something deformed," "to form according to its 
real nature." 1 In Protestant theology the phrase "Ecclesia semper 
reformanda" has become almost too fluent, but the thought that 
lies behind it is right and necessary. In his published addresses 
Pope John speaks very much of renewal. What does he mean by 
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it? Renewal means above all new strength for the divine mission 
of the church, the revival of piety and the works of the Catholic 
Church, and an energetic "adaptation" to the new world. The church 
desires "with energy and strength to establish upon the tracks of 
her ancient tradition her own life and her cohesion over against 
the manifold relationships of the present world and thus bring 
forth usable norms for life and action. In this way the church will 
appear in her full splendor before all the world." 2 In a statement 
already quoted the pope says that the church is facing a laborious 
task. Much must be strengthened and healed. When this laborious 
task is completed and that which "in the human area" could hinder 
progress has been eliminated, "we shall show forth the church in 
all its splendor. 3 " Elsewhere it is stated somewhat more moderately 
that the church should appear in a form which is "in a wholesome 
degree modernized and rejuvenated." 3 Sometimes one has the im- 
pression that the renewal has to do with a question of church dis- 
cipline and hence with a regulation of the life and conduct of the 
clergy as well as the laity. The picture presented by the Roman 
Synod with its 755 articles comes to mind! 

Now we do not intend to say anything against such an under- 
standing of the word "renewal" as such. We know that Christian 
paranesis has a necessary place in the life of the church; on our 
side we know all too well that exhortation on the one hand and 
earnest acceptance of exhortation are needed and that often there 
is far too little said about it among us. 

We also know how badly needed is a reanimation of the Chris- 
tian congregational life in worship, in missions, and in works of 
love. The attitude of ministers toward their work and the faith of 
the laity which should find expression in their everyday world are 
in urgent need of deepening and open activity. 

What troubles us is not so much what is said as what is not said. 
Does the here described understanding of the word "renewal" 
really get to the roots or has the most important thing, without 
which the rest loses its ultimate importance, been forgotten al- 
together? 

Renewal or reform cannot take place without what is often 
painful remolding, without critical revision of all the church's forms 
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of expression in the light of the Word of God. The church along 
with all its functions is always being questioned as to whether it 
is really the instrument of the Lord of the church, whether it is 
really his work and his salvation and therefore also his glory which 
are being expressed here. It is God's ordinance, given with the in- 
carnation itself, that he chooses external means and concrete per- 
sons for his work of grace. God has related his saving work to 
external means. But there is a dear, although invisible, limit 
between the human and the divine in the church. God has united 
these two, but he never identifies them. When these limits are 
transgressed, that is, when the church appropriates to itself what 
is God's alone as its own authority, then God says his NO, which 
is unmistakable to him who has ears to hear. No church, even the 
"most spiritual," is exempt from painful self-criticism, the purpose 
of which is to ask ourselves how we are using the Means of Grace 
entrusted to us by God! Are we willing to subject ourselves to this 
self-examination? 

There is in our churches a human-all-too-human self-assurance, 
an almost metaphysically grounded self-satisfaction which is nur- 
tured by the experience of the centuries and which has created a 
mentality which almost nothing can disturb because it turns every- 
thing to its own advantage; a kind of spiritual urge to self-preserva- 
tion which has absolutely nothing to do with faith. It is against this 
attitude that the words of John the Baptist are spoken: "Do not 
presume to say to yourselves, *We have Abraham as our father*; for 
I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to 
Abraham." This applies to every church on earth, and certainly 
also to the Roman Catholic Church. 

Renewal begins with metanoia, repentance. I am well aware 
that one should speak of metanoia with caution and that the 
evangelical churches that speak much of repentance and judgment 
are under the temptation to leave it with mere words. But this can- 
not alter the fact that renewal and repentance, that is, recognition 
and confession of sins, including those that occur within the church, 
in the sanctuary itself, in theology and at the councils belong 
together. These things affect not only "the human area" but go 
infinitely deeper. There is no area in which renewal would not be 
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necessary. This does not abolish the church; on the contrary. This 
metanoia and the repentance connected with it is a structural ele- 
ment of the true church. He who does not see this is tempted, 
despite all good intentions, to identify renewal with a vigorous 
restoration and intensification of moral and religious forces. 

A council must necessarily concern itself with the renewal of the 
church. This is why every council is in the first instance a dogmatic 
council. It is always a matter of the pure doctrine, of the proclama- 
tion, of our understanding and use of the Sacraments. It is always 
a matter of the whole, of the unity of faith and life, because faith 
and life cannot be separated from each other. The coming council 
will also be a dogmatic council despite the alleged assertion that 
this time doctrine will occupy only a subordinate place in it. This 
only appears to be sol 

The real question which is directed to the church comes, not 
from the world, but from God through his living Word. Wherever 
this Word is heard renewal takes place. Not mere religious revival 
but rather return to the source. This return to the source we as the 
church must learn. For this reason a good fight must always be 
fought in the church against the church for the church, a figjht 
against the temptation to identify the church with the kingdom of 
God, to make it a religious, "supernatural" world, instead of the 
place where the kingdom of God makes a breakthrough on earth. 
The church of Jesus Christ is always subject to the threefold tempta- 
tion in the wilderness. In this temptation it is the purpose of the 
shrewd and cunning Adversary to let the true church perish in the 
midst of its own external and inner florescence. The bishops must 
realize that as fathers of the council they are exposed to this danger 
and that the most fearful stratagem of the Adversary is to keep them 
from being aware of this. How will the word renewal be under- 
stood by the fathers of the council during the preparations and at 
the council itself? 

A second question is that of what is meant by the church. Bight 
here is where the profound divergence between the Roman Catho- 
lic and the evangelical view becomes especially apparent. Not in 
the sense that Roman Catholicism is "the religion of the church 9 
par excellence, and evangelical Lutheran Christians ultimately have 
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no sense of what the church is, because for them the only thing 
that counts is the salvation of the individual. The discerning know 
that this is not so. For Reformation faith the church is just as real 
a magnitude as it is for the Catholic faith; the difference is that 
this magnitude is understood differently. We recall the character- 
istic statement of Luther: Ecclesia est creatura Verbi. 4 When 
Luther says "Word," the term has a threefold meaning: (1) God's 
almighty, creative Word: "For he spoke, and it came to be"; (2) 
Christ himself, the eternal Word of the incarnate, historical Jesus 
in his words and deeds, the crucified, risen, and exalted Lord; 
(3) The act of the Holy Spirit, who through the witness of the apos- 
tles interprets the person and work of Christ and causes the procla- 
mation of the church to "go forth" for salvation. In the Word the 
triune God himself is present as "Creator, Savior, and Giver of 
Life" (Nicene Creed). 

This Word is radically before the church and above the church. 
But it is also in the church as its sole life and substance. "Tota vita 
et substantia Ecdesiae est in Verbo Dei." 5 Through his Word God 
has chosen and created for himself a people and in his grace allows 
this Word to dwell among his people. Hence Luther could say: 
"It is a perilous and dreadful thing to hear or to believe something 
which is contrary to the unanimous testimony, faith, and teaching 
of the whole holy, Christian church, which has been unanimously 
held from the beginning throughout the world for over fifteen 
hundred years. 9 * 6 

When Luther uses the term "Word* he does so to emphasize un- 
mistakably that the church does not rest upon itself and that it has 
no "autonomy" whatsoever, however hidden it may be. For this 
Word is and will always remain Gotfs Word. The church is the 
servant of this Word, and this means that it cannot stand in a re- 
lationship of cooperatio with the saving work of God. I am aware 
that when we use the word "cooperatio" (cooperation) we are using 
an extremely difficult term and that in doing so we are touching one 
of the sorest points in the relation between both parties. It is the 
question of the relation between nature and grace, man and God 
in salvation, hence the very thing for which the Reformation 
fought. It is charged against us that the Reformation view of the 



The Council and Evangelical Christians 149 

church exposes the nature of the incarnation to a misunderstanding. 
We do not think so, but we admit that the words ^incarnation* 
and cooperatio are of very special importance in the dialogue be- 
tween the confessions. Cooperatio has often been wrongly inter- 
preted by Protestant theology; nevertheless, there lies here one of 
the deepest divergences, to which we shall always have to return in 
our efforts to reach mutual understanding. The last word has not 
yet been spoken in this matter. 

Both confessions have the same elements in their view of the 
church, but the elements are, so to speak, put together differently. 
Both represent a "fulness," but this "fulness" has a different struc- 
ture. Also the evangelical Lutheran faith knows that the church is 
the mother of the faithful and that as the church of the Word of 
God it is holy and infallible. It recognizes a genuine apostolic au- 
thority, which is given with the clear apostolic witness found in the 
Holy Scriptures. The exercise of this apostolic authority occurs in 
proclamation and teaching in the community through the office of 
bishops, pastors, and teachers. 

We have a common concern, but we understand it in different 
ways. The evangelical Lutheran faith must reject the binding of 
the Word of God to an episcopal succession, with the bishops as an 
absolute guarantee of the apostoliciry of the church, and being 
bound to a specific "sedes apostolical that is, to Rome, with the 
pope as the head of the church furnished "jure divino" with su- 
preme jurisdiction and infallible doctrinal authority. According to 
evangelical conviction, the Word of God bursts any such bond. 
Despite a constant awareness of our own weakness, we evangelical 
Christians cannot fail to say to the Roman Catholic Church that it 
exercised too little apostolic authority. If it had done so it would 
have had to say No to many "developments" and definitions of faith. 

The church possesses its power and its glory as the witness of the 
triune God. Where the Word of God is at work there is the kingdom 
of God, the regnant Dei, the true church always in battle against 
the regnum diaboli and against the false church. The church of 
Christ will always be assailed and threatened by the world and by 
the false church in its own midst, it is "hidden under the cross" 
because the kingdom of Christ has not yet been made manifest. 7 
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In the pope's addresses concerning the coundl the church is 
frequently introduced. And naturally John XXIII speaks as a Ro- 
man Catholic theologian and above all as a fatherly and respon- 
sible shepherd. We shall not go into this here but merely call at- 
tention to several points that seem significant to us in this connec- 
tion. 

The pope speaks of the splendor and the glory of the church. 
In a number of passages, which we have already dealt with, he 
then goes on to say that after a laborious renewal "the church will 
be set forth in her full splendor" in order that she may be able 
to say to the non-Roman Catholic Christians, "Come, come." In one 
passage the phrase from the Epistle to the Ephesians is used: "sine 
macula et ruga 9 (without spot or wrinkle). 8 The coming council is 
to be a "wonderful spectacle of truth, unity, and charity 3 * and thus 
an invitation to the others to return to the Roman Catholic Church. 
We must confess that these expressions strike us as being very 
strange. We are confronted with a line of reasoning which it is im- 
possible for us to go along with. Our first question is whether the 
church is not conceived completely uneschatologically. Is not the 
ultimate goal anticipated and the earthly church so glorified that 
one asks oneself whether this is not actually an "overstepping of 
the bounds"? "The church here on earth is not 'gloriosa 9 because it 
is a church of sinners." 9 We know that Augustine as well as Thomas 
Aquinas interpreted this passage of Ephesians in another way than 
does the pope. Here on earth the church is never "without spot or 
wrinkle.** At first Augustine advocated a view in which the king- 
dom of God will be fully realized on this earth, but later he gave 
up this view and interpreted Ephesians 5:27 definitely eschato- 
logically. The church "is never without spot or wrinkle here, but 
through that which it has received here it will be led to that glory 
and perfection which is not here." 10 "Behold, the whole church 
says: Forgive us our trespasses. Therefore it has spots and wrinkles. 
But in the confession of sins the wrinkles are smoothed out, the 
spots washed away. The church perseveres in prayer in order to 
be cleansed by the confession, and as long as it lives here it so 
perseveres." 11 
Why does the Roman Catholic church generally find it so hard 
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to speak of the sins of the church? Does this stem from a fear of 
succumbing to Protestantism, where sometimes we inadmissibly 
speak of the "sinful church"? But this ought not to prevent one 
from speaking of it in the right way! Even Thomas Aquinas in- 
terprets Ephesians 5:27 eschatologically: That the church be 
glorious, without spot and wrinkle, is the final goal to which we 
are led through the sufferings of Christ. This will therefore be so 
only in the eternal home, not in the way to it, where, if we said we 
had no sin, we would be deceiving ourselves, as is said in the First 
Epistle of John 1:8. W12 Must we not speak of a hidden, often pain- 
fully hidden, glory of the church, instead of its evident glory, 
which surely is not convincing and which becomes an easy prey 
of doubt, because this is to build on the visible instead of the in- 
visible, on that which is of this world rather than of the one that is 
to come? Are not the Roman Catholic Church and its Christians 
also familiar with the temptation of faith which no visibility can 
withstand and in which the cry of the hard-pressed father, TLord, 
I believe, help my unbelief (Mark 9:24), acquires its actuality? 

It made a strange impression upon me when I read in Osser- 
vatore Romano the pope's 1960 Christmas address in which he 
made direct reference to the story of our Lord's walking upon the 
sea and the sinking Peter without inquiring into something which 
is very essential to the story, namely, the terror of the high waves 
and the storm, Osservatore Romano quotes the following words of 
the pope in the headline: "The humble successor of Saint Peter is 
not aware of any temptation to be afraid. We feel Ourselves strong 
in faith and together with Jesus we can walk over not only the little 
Sea of Galilee but all the oceans of the world. The word of Jesus 
is sufficient for salvation and for victory.* 13 There is mention of 
the strong faith of the pope, but no mention of Tittle faith,* of 
mortal fear of the depths of the sea. After all, the saving word of 
Jesus, which was at the same time a reproach, was addressed to 
the sinking and despairing apostle. This fact is by no means un- 
essential to this story, it is a fact which is indeed not unfamiliar to 
the church of Jesus Christ. It is inseparable from its situation in 
the world, Thidden beneath the cross," not only in the "East" but 
also in the 'West.'* When this is forgotten the glory of the church 
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is falsely understood. We are afraid of expressions like "a wonder- 
ful spectacle of truth, unity, and charity," which recur repeatedly. 
Let it not be too hastily said that this is the familiar "Protestant 
sickness," an almost hysterical 'TuritanisnT and a quite exaggerated 
fear of the visibility of the church. I believe that we are facing 
something more serious that should give us both pause: the danger 
of a dreadful temptation that lies in wait for both of us, the form 
of which has features in common with Jesus' struggle in the wilder- 
ness! 

The language of the council. The council will speak to the whole 
world. The question is: What will be said, and how will it be said? 
Language and understanding belong together, but often they do 
not coincide at all. We all live under the curse of Babel. We do 
not understand the speech of others or we understand it only 
fragmentarily, and often we do not even have the good will to do 
so. This is the trouble with language and human speech, and a 
Roman Catholic council is not exempt from it. It can be defeated 
by a strange language which does not promote understanding but 
rather increases the cleavage between Christians still further. The 
language of a council it is saidshould be dear and unmistakable; 
therefore the Latin language is the most suitable. This assertion 
is very much open to question. The clarity and logical consistency 
of language can be deceiving. The language of the Christian tradi- 
tion has a long history in which, through a very complicated and 
often inscrutable process in interaction with general human and 
philosophical language, words have acquired their very definite 
and established meaning. Ecclesiastical and theological language 
can become a prison for living thoughts, so that only with difficulty 
does the thing itself find expression. We Christians Roman Catho- 
lics as well as evangelical Lutherans can hardly realize how 
strange our Christian words have become to other people. And 
what is more, we ourselves are often quite unable to understand the 
meaning of Christian terms which we come to take so much for 
granted. With our words formed by tradition we are shackled 
men. This is the difficulty of the language of preaching, of theology, 
and also of a council. The strong words of Dietrich Bonhoeffier, 
written a few months before his execution, apply also to the coun- 
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cil: "We are again being thrown back wholly to the beginnings 
of understanding. Atonement and redemption, the meaning of re- 
generation and Holy Spirit, of love of our enemies, the cross and 
resurrection, of Me in Christ and Christian discipleship these are 
all so difficult and remote that we hardly dare to speak of them. 
In the traditional words and ceremonies we sense that there is 
something new and revolutionary without being able to understand 
and utter it yet. This is our own fault." 14 The question is whether 
the fathers of the council are aware of this difficulty of language 
and of this fault. It will do little good to "adapt" our old words 
to the new situation or to "modernize 3 * them; one thing is needful: 
that we try to think these things through afresh and to express 
them anew. This will not happen of itself. The great preparatory 
commissions are now at work, and soon the council itself will come. 
We can only hope that the council will become aware of and be 
disturbed by this altogether great difficulty of our Christian words 
and concepts, this struggle with language which is the only way 
in which we can arrive at a right understanding and a proper 
expression of what is understood. Then the council could become 
a sign of Pentecost, but only then. In this respect too we are all 
involved, for all of us are facing the same difficulty and the same 
task. The prerequisite for a new language is that we must listen 
anew to the Bible in order tibat our thoughts and our way of ex- 
pressing them may be unshackled. 

The language of the council it is said will be more biblical, 
more patristic than scholastic. Only so, it is said, will the council 
have the chance of being understood by the evangelicals and the 
Orthodox. Here is where caution is needed. For what does it 
mean to speak biblically? It cannot be a matter of using biblical 
phrases and words to a larger extent than before. This would be 
a purely formal affair. Even the language of the Council of Trent 
was largely stamped by biblical language and still it was not under- 
stood by others but only further separated the two parties from 
each other. 

To speak biblically presupposes a very definite "act of seeing," 
which leads to an understanding and a rediscovery of the dimen- 
sions of the biblical world. We are all tempted to understand the 



154 The Papal Council and the Gospel 

biblical words on the basis of our various traditions. Tradition 
slowly and unconsciously shapes our act of understanding, so that 
we interpret that which is first and original through what is 
secondary and subsequent. Certainly there is truth in this, and it 
dare not be suppressed: that which is not understood at first is 
later understood. There was much in the Me and the utterances 
of Jesus that was not understood by the disciples at first, but which 
later they did understand in the light of later events and under 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit. So there is such a thing as legiti- 
mate interpretation of the original on the basis of what happened 
later. But this dare not mislead us into allowing the original and 
primary to be absorbed by the secondary. Tradition as the continu- 
ing history of the church dare never be made in practice the sole 
valid hermeneutical principle. The Scripture is not a magnitude 
which is to be understood on the basis of something else. The Bible 
has its own voice which can be heard and understood. Far more 
important than to stress the truth inherent in interpretation that 
"proceeds backward" is to see to it that the "original" remains in its 
independent power and validity. This original must critically il- 
luminate everything that comes later, the entire historical reality 
of the church. Later times and places have their important, though 
secondary, importance for interpretation but must never receive the 
primacy in relation to the original. But this is exactly what has often 
happened in the church. To think biblically means thinking by 
"starting from the beginning," thinking "on the basis of the origi- 
nal,* that is to say, die mighty message of the whole Bible, the 
Old as well as the New Testament, must be unchained and freed 
from the often stifling embrace of tradition. 

We know that the problem of the Holy Scriptures is to be dis- 
cussed at the council. This undoubtedly means that the hermeneuti- 
cal questions will also be dealt with. What does it mean to under- 
stand the Bible? The Bible and the church belong inseparably to- 
gether. But this means that the Bible must be heard in die church, 
and heard in all its sovereign independence. The Bible arose in the 
church, but it is the original prophetic and apostolic witness of the 
Word of the triune God and as such it stands before and above 
the church. The principle that the Bible is to be understood by 
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means of tradition is therefore dangerous, if not untrue, because it 
can obscure the other principle that the Bible must be heard in the 
church. There it has its authority which is absolutely superior to 
all other ecclesiastical courts of appeal. 

It is the task of the church to proclaim the Bible in such a way 
that it will find a hearing. This requires that the radical dualism 
between the old aeon and the new aeon must be held fast and not 
be allowed to be rendered innocuous by a philosophical line of 
argument that relativizes this dualism as has often been the case 
in the history of the church. The institutional church and the way 
in which all its functions are understood must be shot through 
with the biblical, eschatological tension between the old world and 
the new. Genuine eschatology must be introduced also in Roman 
Catholic theology. The tension between the biblical conception 
of the kingdom of Cod and the immanental, philosophical view 
of religion, which has so often stamped the history of the church 
and paralyzed its functions, must again come into its own. Only 
so will our Christian concepts recover today their New Testament 
originality. To speak biblically is a perilous thing! Much depends 
upon how the council will understand this expression. 

The coming council is not intended to be a reunion council. 
Considering tibe relation of the churches to each other, this would 
be an impossibility. But, according to the intention of the pope, it 
is to be an important step toward the realization of unity. The third 
part of his inaugural encyclical, which was quoted in the preceding 
chapter, deals with the unity of the church, which, the pope says, 
Ties quite specially on Our heart and is most closely bound up 
with the pastoral office which God has entrusted to us. 3 * The pope 
speaks out of love for all who bear the name of Christian. As early 
as his first radio address in 1958 he said, <e We embrace with cordial 
paternal love the whole Eastern church just as we do that of the 
West; also to those who are separated from this Apostolic See we 
lovingly open heart and arms. 3 * 15 

The pope names three aspects of unity: unity of doctrine, of 
government, and of liturgy. These are the three points that consti- 
tute the greatest difficulties for the evangelical Lutheran and other 
evangelical churches, difficulties which in the present state of things 



156 The Papal Council and the Gospel 

are insuperable and furnish the very reasons why we can not be 
members of the Roman Catholic Church. 16 Evidently the pope does 
not intend to discuss these three aspects fundamentally and openly 
with the other Christians. Further discussion appears to him to be 
superfluous and fruitless. 17 What is needed is energetic action, that 
is, an inner reform of the Roman Catholic Church through which 
*the wonderful spectacle of unity which only the Catholic Church 
presents'* will show forth even more wonderfully and clearly and 
move the other churches. 

One asks oneself seriously, however, whether this can be the 
right way. If something on the way to a real unity is to happen, 
there will have to be something deeper than this. The other side 
must be taken seriously precisely at the point of its difficulties. 
It would have been good if the pope had said this. Now it looks as 
if the dogmatic difficulties are not really being taken seriously. We 
understand that it is difficult for the Catholic Church to cany on a 
conversation with us concerning these things because we are so 
divided in many respects. We also grant that it cannot be done in 
one isolated discussion but that many factors must work together. 
But we must seriously question the train of thought expressed in 
the inaugural encyclical. Is not this a shortsighted judgment that 
will be disastrous for both confessions because it does not recog- 
nize clearly enough the deepest wounds in our mutual relationship? 

It is correct that in the necessary things unity must prevail. But 
we are bound to face together the question of what is necessary. 
If this question is not understood in all its seriousness, it is futile 
to think of unity among us. The road to unity will be full of diffi- 
culties, but it is not permitted to us to make it easier. We were 
divided by the questions of faith that separated us and we must 
come to agreement by way of the questions of faith that are a part 
of the necessary. Any union that would evade this dilemma is il- 
lusory. 

What is of primary importance to evangelical Lutheran Chris- 
tianity is not so much a church which is purified and "modernized" 
in the human area as a church which is constantly going back to 
the saving Gospel in order to proclaim it purely and plainly to the 
world. The pope says that he wants nothing else but salvation and 
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eternal happiness for "the separated brethren." If the question of 
what is necessary for salvation were to be discussed in its full 
depth at the coming council, and if the result of this were the 
emergence of the pure Gospel of God's grace and power that re- 
deems sinners, then we would indeed see in it a great invitation. 
The great difficulty is that we are not at one in the question of 
what is necessary to salvation, and this confronts us once more with 
the shocking fact that, despite all our mutual approaches and de- 
spite the many gratifying bright spots in our mutual relationships, 
we are nevertheless "mutually exclusive." It is a bitter but whole- 
some thing to have to recognize this situation. Only then can we 
take the next step. 

What shall be do? Ora et labora, said Benedict of Nursia. The 
order of these factors is not irrelevant in this connection. In prayer 
we already have a deep unity which is far more necessary and real 
than we think. In this John XXIII is right. But often we do not 
know how we should pray. 

What is the work to consist of? We shall not mention the whole 
list of possibilities; I should like to refer only to the most difficult 
points in the questions of faith that separate us. We cannot move 
mountains, but at the foot of the mountains are many stones that 
we must try to move. But this is laborious work, for we shall find 
that every stone, even the smallest, coheres to the mountain. Ex- 
pressed in another way, there are individual questions that both 
sides must examine afresh in the light of the Holy Scriptures, for 
example, the question of the incarnation in its relation to the doc- 
trine of the church. Or the hermeneutical question: How do we 
interpret the Scriptures? Or the question of Christian freedom. 
Where do we separate and where can we walk together? We shall 
learn to what a large degree every individual question is connected 
with the totality of our thinking. It would be ungrateful to say 
that such work is not already going on, and yet there is a long 
road ahead of us. Perhaps at this moment it is not even possible 
to say the conclusive thing. We are walking through a dark forest 
where very little can be seen but where a voice is calling us to go 
on. This is enough. 

There are different kinds of unity. In the church of Jesus Christ 
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the question is not one of unity for its own sake but rather of a 
very definite kind of unity. There is a "fleshly" concept of unity 
that is remote from the Christian concept, unity as a tangible 
uniformity visible to all, which is enforced more or less by means of 
disciplinary power, and there is a pragmatic, utilitarian concept 
of unity just as there is a politico-ecclesiastical concept of unity. The 
word "unity" is tainted and must be purified. When in his encycli- 
cal the pope speaks of unity he is speaking of "something estab- 
lished, strong, and visible," of a unity which "the other Christian 
communities lack . . . though it certainly is not lacking in the 
Catholic Church, as every attentive observer can see." 18 The pope 
goes on to describe this established, strong, and secure unity of 
doctrine, government, and liturgy. These are very important points, 
but when we ask what this unity is, we receive no answer. And 
it seems to me that without an answer to the question of what is 
the content of this unity we can make no progress even in our 
ecumenical conversation. For then we immediately clash because 
these three points constitute our chief difficulties. Neverthelss, we 
should attempt to discover a level that lies deeper than that on 
which unity is defined as unity of doctrine, government, and liturgy; 
not that this would be a solution, but perhaps it would open up 
a new perspective which might be helpful to us. When we try 
to give an answer to the question: What do the Holy Scriptures 
say on unity? We are aware that this does not mean we are realiz- 
ing all the biblical aspects of the concept of unity, but we do be- 
lieve that this is the determinative factor. The Holy Scriptures are 
for us the constant reminder of what unity is. It is not a matter of 
individual Scripture passages nor of something "very important" 
but rather of that total view without which everything else loses its 
importance. 

God created tike world as a unity, that is, as a world of fellowship 
and brotherliness, without dissension and conflict. Man was created 
to live in obedience toward God, in trust in him, the Creator and 
Father, and in fellowship with his brethren. This means that man 
was created in order to love, for the nature of love is fellowship, 
unity among those who belong together. The irrational fact of sin 
consists in the fact that this love and unity have been broken. 
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The world fell and continues to fall from unity. Differences which 
in themselves represent a blessing and wealth become separating 
walls. The nature of man is no longer love and trust, obedience 
and self-giving but rather self-seeking, which separates men from 
God and from one another. Thus walls spring up between man and 
man, between peoples, classes, races, cultures and between church- 
es. The essence of sin is desire, and thus it destroys unity at its 
deepest foundation. The world is no longer a world for God but 
rather a world directed upon itself against God. "Sacred egoism'* 
has taken the place of love. Community has been dissolved by war, 
by dissension. God continues to be the Creator, but creation has 
emancipated itself from the Father. The Father is hidden and crea- 
tion is ruled by an alien power, by the Opponent of God. It is 
the very nature of the Opponent to divide, to destroy the com- 
munity. This dualism underlies the whole biblical view of history. 
The world has grown at odds with itself. 

The world's peacelessness evidences itself in the very fact that 
in the midst of all the discord men have an unquenchable longing 
for unity. This is the source of the yearning for the great Prince of 
Peace who gathers the earth together and puts an end to war, the 
yearning for a soter. Hence the most misleading marvel of the 
Antichrist is that he proposes to create the all-embracing peace and 
unity for which mankind yearns. He spares no means to create 
unity without God. 

The Bible goes on to tell us that God restores his creation, that 
he reconciles it to himself and receives it into fellowship. The goal 
of God's saving history is the reconciliation of all that had fallen 
into hopeless antagonism: man against God and man against man. 
God wants to become Father once more to the individual and to 
his universe. Reconciliation means the overcoming of all powers 
of discord and division, liberation from the devastating power of 
sin in God's created cosmos and from all the attempts of the Anti- 
christ to erect a false peace and a false unity. God's goal can 
be expressed in one word: peace in the full biblical sense. There- 
fore Christ is the center of the saving history. Tie is our peace" 
(Eph. 2:14). Reconciliation and redemption occur in Christ That 
is what creates unity between God and man and between men and 
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men. We call to mind the great association of ideas in the first 
chapter of Ephesians: "For he has made known to us in all wisdom 
and insight the mystery of his will, according to his purpose which 
he set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all 

things in him (aiwe<l>aJ(xw*><raj[r6ai TO, irdvra bf r<5 ")(purr^) 9 things in 

heaven and things on earth" (1:9-10). Also important is Eph. 
2:14-18, "For he is our peace, who made us both one, and has 
broken down the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his 
flesh the law of commandments and ordinances, that he might 
create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, 
and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, 
thereby bringing the hostility to an end. And he came and preached 
peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near; 
for through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father." 
In Christ the unity is restored. 

The same truth is expressed in the hymn of creation and re- 
demption in the Letter to the Colossians, Tn him all things were 
created ... in him all things hold together" (IrlSff.). In him 
occurs the beginning of the new mankind and the redeemed earth. 
The world was created for fellowship and unity with God. This 
unity is established through the blood of Christ. This unity is God's 
deepest purpose for his world, even in its present rebellion, dis- 
sension, and destruction. Christ creates this unity, not by fiat, not 
by any kind of external authority, not by assuming world dominion 
like a successful Augustus or Alexander, but solely through his 
suffering and his bitter death, througjh the sacrifice of love. In the 
generation of Adam, that would be as God and therefore must die, 
reconciliation and unity can be realized only through the sufferings 
and the sacrifice of the God-Man. Reconciliation, and with it unity, 
can take place only in the same depths in which rebellion, pre- 
sumption, and dreadful self-seeking occur, namely, in the inmost 
center of man's being. Through the obedience of the God-Man 
our disobedience and thus our disunion and discord are overcome. 
Thus Christ becomes the head of a new race. This new race is the 
people of God, the church of Jesus Christ. 

If this is true, then we begin to comprehend that the unity to 
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which the church is called and chosen is not just any kind of unity, 
but rather a mystery of the love of God. Then unity is the very 
essence of Christianity, reconciliation with God and brotherliness 
among men. Then we understand that unity can never be some- 
thing that is finished but rather something that is always coming 
into being, always threatened by the powers of destruction. Unity 
is eschatological in the sense that it will be a complete reality in 
its fulness only when Jesus comes again and God is all in all. 

On the one hand the church is the first fruits of the new world in 
which reconciliation and unity are established and on the other 
hand the means through which the new world of reconciliation and 
unity is carried to the boundaries of all creation. Everything that 
happens in the church of Jesus Christ should promote this unity, 
the reconciliation of man with God and the brotherliness of men. 
In the proclamation of the Word of God this unity is not only 
described but rather becomes a reality. In the proclamation God's 
battle against the destroying powers is continued. When the mes- 
sage of reconciliation is made known and heard the people of God 
are one people. Where it is not proclaimed or where it is falsified 
the people of God are brought to confusion and subjected to the 
corruption of the Adversary. 

Through the sign of the Sacraments the new world of reconcilia- 
tion and unity breaks into our old world and becomes present 
among men. In Baptism men are made participants in the reality 
of the coming kingdom of God. In Baptism the old man dies and 
the new man rises. What happens in Baptism happens only once, 
and yet it does not come to its perfection until the kingdom of God 
brings about tihe restoration of all things. Baptism is the Sacrament 
of unity. All are incorporated in Christ, the Crucified and the Risen 
One. All receive the same Spirit and thus constitute the body of 
Christ on earth, the kingdom of reconciliation and brotherliness. 

In the sign of the Lord's Supper or Eucharist the cross of Christ, 
reconciliation, and unity become present among us. The wall of 
separation is torn down, "the two" are united into one. Nowhere 
else is the message that the unity of the church grows out of the 
sacrifice of love made so manifest as it is here. 
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The signs of proclamation and the Sacraments contain within 
them the present Lord and Savior, and yet in their hiddenness and 
lowliness they are an expression of the prayer "Maranaiha" (Come, 
our Lord), of the everlasting "Quousque Domine" Without this 
eschatological outlook we have not understood either the purpose 
of preaching or the Sacraments. 

The ministry of the church also has only one function: to serve 
this unity. In order to help the church to fulfill its task, God has 
given the ministry to the church as a "gift" (Eph. 4): apostles, 
prophets, pastors, teachers, evangelists to which are added deacons, 
presbyters, and bishops. The various ministries exist solely for the 
sake of the people of God as long as they are on their pilgrimage. 
The ministry is not, or does not constitute, the unity, but it is 
intended to be a means to true unity in that it constantly proclaims 
reconciliation and administers the Sacraments of reconciliation and 
brotherliness. According to the New Testament view this ministry 
possesses concrete authority, authority to proclaim, to give instruc- 
tion, admonition, and encouragement, and direction for true prayer 
and right worship of God. The shepherds belong to the flock, and 
the shepherds are necessary for the sake of unity, not as a guaran- 
tee, but as a help. But this unity must be understood in its depth 
dimension as the unity of Christ, the unity of reconciliation and 
brotherliness. When the ministry no longer serves this unity it is no 
longer a true ministry. The Adversary knows precisely what he is 
doing when he divides as well as when he tempts men to seek 
false unity. When the ministers of the church succumb to this 
temptation then the dreadful result is that the sheep are left with- 
out a shepherd as happened so often in the Old Covenant and in 
the New as well! Through God's faithfulness and power new and 
true shepherds are awakened. 

The temptation of the Antichrist appears in two ways in the 
church: in part through the intrusion of division, pride, and false 
self-assertion among the brethren in the church and in part through 
the setting up of a false unity, perhaps even a unity disguised as 
Christian, that wreathes itself with many Christian words, without 
being unity "through his blood.* God's history with his people is 
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hidden. So it was in the Old Covenant, and so also in the New. 
The people of God have no external securities but can trust the 
Word of God and the promise of Jesus that the gates of hell will 
never prevail against them. When will the people of God be satis- 
fied with the Word of God alone? Why is it so hard for Christians 
to recognize and accept in faith the hidden and invisible in God's 
history with his people? This would really mean to follow Jesus. 

A unity of the church that is secured through unity in doctrine, 
government, and liturgy can never be an unequivocal sign of that 
unity which is intended by the cross of Jesus. Such a unity can be 
a "fleshly" unity. To speak quite concretely: The unity of Christians 
at the coming world conference of churches in New Delhi, which 
will not present a visible spectacle of unity because it is dear to 
all that profound differences separate the participants from one 
another, can become a more genuine and promising unity than the 
unity at the coming council in Rome, even though the latter has 
been called in the words of the pope an "established, strong, and 
secure" unity. La New Delhi the true unity of Christ can be present 
or come into being just as it can also be destroyed by men and their 
measures. What is true of New Delhi is equally true of Rome. 

These observations may be sufficient as an attempt to make dear 
the nature and the peculiar character of the unity of Jesus Christ. 

The unity of the church is the unity of reconciliation and brotiber- 
liness, its signs are unity in faith and unity at the Table of the 
Lord. This brings us to the point in our presentation at which the 
greatest distress and difficulty prevail because right here the in- 
explicable has happened, the fact that the unity has been broken: 
Something impossible has happened even though this "impossible" 
is all too explainable historically. When the pope says that this 
unity which is lacking in the other Christian communities is ^cer- 
tainly not lacking in the Catholic Churdi, as every attentive 
observer can see," we are not convinced. Both of us are in this need, 
and perhaps the Catholic Church should reconsider its share in 
this crucial difficulty. It would be a blessed thing if the coming 
council, which is so concerned about the unity of the church, 
would begin right here. We know how many dergymen and lay- 
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men are thinking about this; will their voices too be taken into 
account in the statements of the council? Or will everything go on 
as before? 

In this connection I should like to try to construct a little 
dialogue. 

In the sixteenth century there occurred a break, a painful division 
of Western Christendom, which had vast consequences. 

The question is asked: Was this break a break with the one, 
holy, catholic, and apostolic church? Was this break a conscious, 
arrogant rebellion against the true people of God and the unity 
without which there is no people of God? Did not Luther, with 
his genuine concern in the midst of a church that truly needed a 
reformation in head and members, nevertheless sin against the 
true unity which was realized in the Roman Catholic Church 
despite all its faults "in the human area"? Was it Luther's funda- 
mental error that he did not see this but in his zeal and his under- 
standable reaction against the many abuses in the Roman church 
actually contributed to what should not have happened under any 
circumstances, namely, a break in the church? To the question so 
stated the Roman Catholic theologian would answer Yes. 

It is also asked: Was it not God who took tibis at once powerful 
and fragile instrument into his service in order to reform his 
church? Was not the pure Gospel brought to light again through 
the voice of Luther in a church which had forgotten the Gospel and 
replaced it with all kinds of religious practices? Was not the Ref- 
ormation in the last analysis a necessary break with a development 
in the people of God which constituted a mortal danger to true 
unity in faith? Had not that unity become largely a unity of worldly 
dominion which had largely departed far from the unity of Christ? 
Was not the Reformation ultimately an affirmation, though a 
hidden one, of the true unity of reconciliation and brotherhood and 
therefore a good fight against the church for the church? To this 
the evangelical Lutheran theologian would say Yes. 

Having asked these questions we are confronted with a decision 
that dare not be made easy by either one side or the other. In 
answering these questions we part company. 
Here there appears to be a dear Either-Or. Without in any way 
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trying to blunt this Either-Or, 1 should like to cany the dialogue 
farther by venturing to let the Roman Catholic theologian speak: 
"If the unity of the church is what has been briefly described 
in the preceding, then this unity is also truly hidden in our 
church, in the Roman Catholic Church. Then it may perhaps not 
be so 'established, strong, and secure' as we have thought. Then it 
is not so apparent to the outside observer after all. Then I must 
admit that the Adversary has often had a hand in it and that the 
history of the church shows how often he has tried to falsify its 
true unity. Then perhaps the unity which, according to the pope, 
will show forth so gloriously and splendidly at the coming council, 
is not so self-evident and unproblematical as we Catholics think. 
An external unity in the means of salvation is very little, if the 
crucial thing, the unity of reconciliation and brotherhness, is for- 
gotten. True, the church is infallible, but there have been mistakes 
in the church, and how often has not its face been disfigured! Yes, 
it is true that faith in the unity of the church is 'fides non apparen- 
tium* faith in that which is not seen. So I too, as a Roman Catholic 
theologian and in faith that God's ways with his people are hidden, 
can say that the break, even though I cannot understand it, is a 
part of God's plan for his people." 

And the final reply of the evangelical Lutheran theologian would 
be: "My affirmation of the Reformation stands. In gratitude and 
appreciation I hear in the Reformation the voice of the Gospel in 
the midst of the universal church, to which I too belong. My affir- 
mation, however, cannot be quite the exultant affirmation of the 
Reformers. When I look back I see how since the Reformation 
first one and then many separate churches have been formed. And 
if I look at the Lutheran Church itself and its four-hundred-year- 
old development I see a living tradition' in which strong elements 
of distortion and defection have appeared, just as they have in the 
Roman Catholic Church except in quite different forms. And it is 
small comfort to me that this defection has received no place in 
the confessio publica of the Lutheran Church. Where is there unity 
of reconciliation and brotherliness among us? Do we not find the 
curse of disunion and negative nay-saying among us? Among us 
too the face of the Antichrist can be seen. Therefore the faith of 
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the evangelical Christian must be a faith in the midst of sore need, 
a faith in that which is hidden.** 

The Either-Or remains. And yet, would not such a point of view 
change everything? Would not much be gained even if we were 
able to do no more than join in a common Miserere mei and a 
common Te Deum, not merely as an expression of a mood but 
rather as a visible and audible sign of a unity which was starting 
from here? Would not our life together then begin to take on a 
different shape? For behind, perhaps far behind, our disunion lies 
the unify of reconciliation and the brotherliness of Christ, the unity 
which he himself is and for which he gave his life. That unity calls 
us never to stop half way, never to cease realizing it in smaller 
and greater ways, until the hour comes when God establishes it 
fully among us. 

Let us sum up what we have said. In about a year the council 
will take place. All the episcopal fathers of the council, a large 
number of the most eminent theologians of the Roman Catholic 
Church, hundreds of journalists, and thousands of pilgrims and 
tourists will gather in Rome. Gorgeous and impressive processions 
and services will be enacted before the eyes of the world. Great 
sessions will be held in St. Peter's Cathedral. Through the news- 
papers, weeklies, and magazines, by radio and television a large 
part of the world will be able to follow the course of the council. 
Behind the splendid exterior there will be energetic work, thought, 
and deliberation. Theologians on the subcommissions will be work- 
ing on the proposals for the final decisions, and finally the sessions 
will be summoned for the solemn proclamation of the definitions 
of the council. Perhaps the council will direct a message to the 
whole world. None can predict the results of the council with 
certainty. We must be prepared for surprises. In the midst of tie 
whole stands the aged pope, who has been an untiring source of 
inspiration and fatherly authority during the long period of prepa- 
ration. At the council itself he has the final and deciding voice. 

At the council and all around the world there will be fervent 
prayers offered to God, to Mary, and to all the saints. Roman 
Catholic Christians are of the deep conviction that their prayers 
will be heard since for them it is certain that the decisions of the 
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council are the voice of the Holy Spirit, not in some kind of heaven- 
ly language, but through the voice of men in this historical situa- 
tion, just as the church is always a people in a very definite 
situation. 

Once more the question is addressed to us evangelicals: Does 
this grandly planned, world-embracing council concern us? We are 
afraid of the great spectacle. And this fear arises from our under- 
standing of the Gospel of Jesus Christ and his church. We are not 
in a position to see that the bishops of this great assembly are 
eo ipso the legitimate successors of the apostles of Jesus, who have 
received from God through a sacramental act a sacred power to 
rule the church of Jesus Christ and maintain the message of salva- 
tion in its purity and its development. For us this council is not 
eo ipso an organ furnished with guarantees by the Holy Spirit, 
whose decisions are infallible, assuming that its canons have re- 
ceived the approval of the bishop of Rome, the heir of the primacy 
of Peter. 

We cannot look upon this council as a "free, Christian, ecu- 
menical council" as long as one half of Christendom is not present 
and free discussion is not possible. There are reasons for an attitude 
of rejection. 

The foregoing presentation has attempted to show that, despite 
the above-mentioned points of view, this attitude of rejection can- 
not be Christian justified. The relation of evangelical Lutheran 
Christians to their Roman Catholic fellow Christians and to the 
council cannot be reduced to one denominator. There is in it some- 
thing paradoxical which results in constant unrest, a riddle which 
we are unable to solve, a mystery before which we must stop short. 
When the relation consists only of a flat No, the problem is "solved." 
The same is true when the No is changed into a Yes. To many 
people the fact that Yes and No exist simultaneously, without the 
one being annulled by the other, seems like wavering, irresolute 
vacillation. They would say, what is lacking is the genuinely Prot- 
estant, flatly nonaccepting "Non possumus"! Only he who has not 
grasped the depth of this matter would speak in this way. This 
simultaneous Yes and No, paradoxically held together, is proper 
and right as long as the mystery of the schism of faith has not been 
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resolved and because we are both members of the same people of 
God. The two churches cannot get along without each other today. 

With regard to the council evangelical Lutheran Christians 
stand between fear and hope. We have spoken about the fear, but 
we must not forget that this council has its peculiar character. 
This consists in the reality of a new theology, which is nourished 
by the Bible and the primitive Christian tradition and has its center 
in a concentration upon the crucified and risen Lord. This theology, 
which is not merely an academic matter, indicates genuine search- 
ing and wrestling in which new ground is being broken. It indicates 
a depth-dimension that surprises us and invites us to cooperate. 
The peculiar feature of this council consists also in the lively 
interest of many priests and laymen with their often clear-sighted 
eyes and their critically positive ideas, men who know that the 
church is not a power of this world and who, therefore, are against 
any political compromise between state and church, men who 
grieve that the face of the church is often distorted and who can 
no longer keep silent. We know that there are other trends too, but 
this does not rule out the fact that these movements exist and can- 
not be done away with. Evangelical Christians can and must pray 
that, despite all the well-nigh invincible hindrances, the Holy Spirit 
will perform his work of truth, unity, and love at the coining coun- 
cil. Even here the saying of the apostle applies: "If one member 
suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice 
together" (I Cor. 12:26). 

A wise and far-seeing Roman Catholic theologian once said to 
me that not too much is to be expected of this council. Its sig- 
nificance lies in the fact that it was convoked at all. We must 
have patience. The conclusive thing may not, perhaps, take place 
until the second, third, or fourth council which will follow this one! 
It will be long journey, on which Paul's saying, Tn hope he 
believed against hope" (Rom. 4:18), will have its validity for both. 
Evangelical Lutherans can and must take part in this journey with 
their Yes and their No just as they must also be willing to listen to 
the Yes and the No of Roman Catholic Christians. This journey 
will not be in vain. "After all, we are not the ones who can uphold 
the church, nor were our forefathers the ones, nor will it be our 
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descendants; rather it was, is now, and will be he who says, I am 
with you all the days until the end of the world, Jesus Christ" 
(Martin Luther). 
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Chapter VII 

The Mystery of the Division 
and the Unity of the Church 



When the pope calls for a council, all of Christendom takes 
notice. The convening of such a council will most certainly affect 
the outer and inner conditions of the Christian churches, what- 
ever resolutions the council adopts. Also through the council 
summoned by Pope John XXIII the state of Christendom will suffer 
changes in one way or another. One may certainly expect an effect 
for all of Christendom as a result of any great church convention, 
whether it be a plenary assembly of the World Council of Churches 
or the Lambeth Conference of the Anglican churches or a plenary 
assembly of the Lutheran World Federation or a pan-orthodox 
council. But the outcome of a council of the Roman Catholic Church 
would probably carry especial weight for all the churches of Chris- 
tendom. Two reasons can be mentioned for this. 

One reason consists in this that no Christian church keeps the 
wound of the division in Christendom open as inexorably as does 
the Roman Catholic Church. This church sees the unity of the 
church in the light of itself as the only true church. The inner diffi- 
culties into which its doctrine of the essence of the church is drawn 
through this fundamental conviction cannot be indicated here. But 
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it is obvious that the consequences of this opinion which the Roman 
Catholic Church has of itself work themselves out in history. If 
the unity of the church is found exclusively in the Roman Catholic 
Church, then all other Christian churches are not only churches 
divided among themselves but they are above all separated from 
the one true church which alone is founded by Jesus Christ. This 
does not mean that people in a church separated from Rome, ac- 
cording to Roman Catholic doctrine, do not stand in some kind of 
church relation to the Roman Catholic Church. But the claim of 
the Roman Catholic Church to be exclusively Una Sancta means 
that this church by the manner of its existence interposes the sword 
of division as no other church in Christendom does. From that very 
church, which with all the means at its command, especially the 
means of dogma, canon law, and liturgy, essays to demonstrate that 
the church is one and only one from that very church issue the 
forces that have driven the greatest wedge of separation into 
Christendom. 

Since the Roman Catholic Church is the church by which the 
division of Christendom is caused and maintained in an extraordi- 
nary way and with unusual force, its decisions also affect the total 
situation of Christendom in a marked way and with singular force. 
Whatever she may be doing: whether she institutes liturgical re- 
forms, sets up new regulations in the area of canon law, or inter- 
prets her dogmas or develops them more fully, every one of her 
steps will touch the wound of divided Christendom with alleviat- 
ing or aggravating effect, with good or evil result. No other church 
determines the depth of this wound as does the Roman Catholic 
Church. 

The second reason for our thesis, introduced above, is connected 
with the first but is rooted still deeper in the history of Christendom. 
The character of at least four great church bodies of Christendom is 
determined in part by their relation to the Roman Catholic Church, 
or, more exactly, by their relation to the bishop of Rome. These four 
churches are the Orthodox churches of the East, the Lutheran 
churches, the Reformed churches, and the Anglican churches. The 
Old Catholic Church could also be included here. These churches 
cannot disregard the fact that the bishop of Rome lays claim to 
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jurisdictional authority over them and enforces this claim with the 
strongest emphasis, even making salvation depend on it. When 
these churches wish to say how they understand the fact that they 
are churches, they must do so with reference to the bishop of Rome. 
None of these churches considers itself a "new" church that was 
newly "founded" at a definite point in the church's history. Every 
one of these churches claims to be an apostolic church. Every one 
of them is convinced that its Baptism, its proclamation of the 
Gospel, its Eucharist, its Absolution, its ministry go back to the in- 
stitution of Christ. All these churches know that throughout the 
ages they have been connected with the church of the Apostles in 
a very definite, uninterrupted manner, though they may have in- 
terpreted this connection variously. Every one of them believes 
that this connection is by no means an imaginary thing but an ac- 
tual reality. Therefore none of these churches can get away from 
the fact that there was a time when the continuity of the apostolic 
church did not include the breach with the bishop of Rome. The 
anathema which stands as a wall of separation between the church 
of Rome and these other churches did not always exist but occurred 
sometime in the history of Christendom. Will this wall of separa- 
tion remain standing as long as the earth endures? What has come 
about in the course of history can also be resolved again in the 
course of history. Also the anathema which stands between the 
Roman Catholic Church and the other churches is not entitled to 
ceaseless existence. But according to the convictions of the churches 
named above, which have been separated from Rome, the duration 
of this division depends above all on the decisions of the Roman 
Catholic Church and thus on the decisions of the pope. Every one 
of these churches is waiting to see whether in the future of Christen- 
dom, before the return of Jesus Christ, a situation will arise in which 
the anathema through which they are separated from the bishop of 
Rome will become invalid and the fellowship with him which once 
existed will be restored. Will the council summoned by Pope John 
XXIII stiffen the wall of separation, or will there be a step, though 
it be a very small one, to bridge the chasm of separation? Whatever 
this council may do, its sessions and its resolutions will stand in 
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the spotlight of this question. Therefore the bishops of the Roman 
Catholic Church can be assured that the churches separated from 
Rome will observe them very carefully when they will assemble 
for the council. 

These reflections pertain in a special way to the churches whose 
character is determined by the Reformation of Martin Luther. In 
all schisms and divisions of the church the so-called non-theologi- 
cal factors have played a role. That also holds for the Reformation 
of the sixteenth century. But the influence of the non-theological 
factors can be of varying strength. It is dear that in the separation 
of the Anglican church from Rome tinder Henry VIII the non-theo- 
logical factors carried a decisive weight. Also with regard to the 
schism between Rome and Byzantium, at its origin, doctrinal rea- 
sons played a subordinate part. The Reformation of Luther, how- 
ever, was the result of a conflict involving the central content of the 
Gospel. For the Lutheran Reformation the papacy, according to 
2 Thess. 2:4, became a manifestation of that which is antichristian 
in character, because the pope by his doctrines and ecclesiastic 
statutes, which he carried through by his claim to primacy in the 
church, hamstrung, corrupted, and persecuted the saving message 
of the Gospel and so endangered the salvation of souls to an un- 
heard-of degree. It is not constellations of power-politics, nor con- 
tests for positions of church politics or church law, nor differences 
regarding ritual that lie at the root of the division between die 
pope's church and the churches of the Reformation but differences 
in which deliverance from divine judgment on the last day and 
purity of the apostolic Word and of the Sacraments instituted by 
Christ are at stake. 

The pope and the other bishops of the Roman Catholic Church 
will assemble for the council in a situation in the history of the 
church marked by this that a great part of Christendom is sep- 
arated from the Roman Catholic Church for the sake of the saving 
faith and of everlasting salvation. Those who are separated from 
Rome because of the doctrine of salvation look with especial con- 
cern on that which the pope and the bishops will do at the council. 
Will that on which the true salvation of souls rests be revealed to 
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the council? Will the apostolic Gospel, given to us in Holy Scrip- 
ture, at the coming council be able, in this or that respect, to break 
through the manifold fetters and incrustations which the dogma 
and the statutes of the Roman Catholic Church have laid upon it? 

Since the division between the Roman Catholic Church and the 
churches of Martin Luther's Reformation from its origin until 
now extends down to the uttermost depths of the issue of salva- 
tion, every decision of the coming council will be standing on the 
horizon of this issue and will thereby affect the relation between 
the two churches in a most delicate fashion. 

In addition there is a final point that will cause the Lutheran 
churches especially to take notice when the pope convokes a coun- 
cil. From the very beginning Luther's Reformation desired nothing 
more ardently than a unanimous clarification of the questions 
raised regarding faith, doctrine, and order in the church. No other 
means is in sight by which a clarification leading to unity in the 
Gospel could be reached than an assembly of the churches in a 
council which is obedient to the only judge appointed for us by 
divine revelation namely, God's apostolic Word present in his 
church through the Holy Scriptures. According to the conviction 
of the churches of the Reformation, neither the Council of Trent 
nor the first Vatican Council proved to be such a council. Nor can 
the approaching council, called by Pope John XXIII to the Vati- 
can, be the council for which the churches of the Reformation have 
been waiting since November 18, 1518, the day on which Luther 
issued his appeal for a general Christian council. Nevertheless, even 
today, when an "ecumenical council" is announced, the churches 
of the Reformation hope for a genuine ecumenical council some- 
time in the future which would bring peace to Christendom. The 
churches of the Reformation have never desired to exist as separate 
churches. They stand for die Reformation only for the sake of all 
Christendom. Wherever a transaction is noted in the area of the 
churches touching Christendom as a whole, the churches of the Ref- 
ormation will take note with rapt attention; because they have been 
waiting from century to century for the turn of affairs which will 
once more grant to Christendom as a whole unity in the pristine 
truth of the apostolic Gospel. 
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II 

The expectations of the churches of the Reformation that the 
anathema which separates them from Rome may be overcome is, 
of course, of somewhat different character from what it was at the 
time of the Reformation. The reformers expected the conquest of 
the papal church through the spiritual power of the Gospel. The last 
day, to be sure, did not seem to them to be far away; nevertheless 
they continued to hope for the deliverance of Christendom from 
the papal captivity endangering the souls of men in the course of 
history and that soon. This expectation was anything but the ex- 
pression of a fanatical conception of history. Before the Counter 
Reformation began, about nine-tenths of the population of Germany 
of that day had become evangelicals. The northern part of Europe 
had almost entirely broken off fellowship with the Roman See. A 
strong spiritual influence of the Gospel, newly brought to light by 
the Reformation, extended far beyond the borders of the Romance 
countries. It cannot be our task here to investigate how the spread of 
the Reformation was checked or even suffered serious reverses. What 
we are concerned with in this connection is merely the observation 
that the churches of the Reformation must see the situation and the 
future of Christendom in a different light today from the way 
their fathers did in the sixteenth century. For every soberly think- 
ing critic the expectation that the Roman Catholic Church will 
break down at any probable future time is out of the question. A 
visible overthrow of Catholicism in the course of history has been 
denied the Reformation. A consideration of the course of church 
history of the last four centuries must lead to the insight that the 
division of the churches which came about in western Christendom 
cannot be overcome by the removal of the Roman Catholic form 
of Christianity through the Gospel with the effect that only the 
churches of the Reformation would remain. 

This is a very sober observation and really quite self-evident. 
But are we dear with regard to its spiritual and theological range? 
Do not the course of church history and the church-historical situ- 
ation of the present demand also an intellectual theological pene- 
tration? How does our faith respond to the fact that the churches 
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of the Reformation and the Anglican Church together with other 
Protestant groups, after a history of over 400 years, have only about 
half as many members as the Roman Catholic Church? To be sure, 
matters of majority and minority are not criteria by which the 
truth, and especially the truth of the Gospel, is judged. Many things 
even favor the view that the truth of the Gospel, in the long run, in 
this world will be held by only a suffering minority. But we must 
not allow this idea to satisfy us. Neither may we be content with 
the consideration that the truth of the Gospel, wherever it advances, 
arouses Satan, the prince of this world, and challenges his mighty 
powers of resistance, because we know that the prince of this world 
is held in check by God's almighty hand. 

From whatever angle we may view our problem, simple faith 
will have to say to itself that it was not God's will that the Roman 
Catholic Church, with the pope at its head, should break down. 
According to God's will the churches of the Reformation, now as 
before, are to have the pope and the Roman Catholic Church, with 
their heresies, opposing them, and to exist even with this opposition. 
Meanwhile, we are convinced that God by no means demands of 
us that we forfeit the truth of the apostolic Gospel, as it has been 
brought to light again by Luther's Reformation, or that we affirm 
the false teachings of the pope and his councils. 

But surely it cannot be God's will that Christendom be divided! 
What is God's real purpose regarding the history of his church? 
Are we here concerned only with the absolute secrecy of God's will? 
Does not God unequivocably desire the salvation of men? Does he 
not desire what is best for his people on earth? Surely, God cannot 
be in contradiction with himself! Could it perhaps be that in a most 
paradoxical and mysterious manner the fact that Christendom is to 
journey toward its eternal goal through long periods of time, suf- 
fering under a profound division, may still to be for its good? But 
wherein could that good consist in the midst of immeasurable harm? 
Before we try to answer this question, we must unroll the same 
problem for the Roman Catholic Church. 

In consideration of late medieval Catholicism Martin Luther 
must have appeared to be a rebellious heretic. That God, through 
the work of Martin Luther, had accomplished something of decisive 
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worth for the church of Jesus Christ on earth, at that time re- 
mained entirely hidden from the pope, the papal court, and practi- 
cally all the bishops. When large areas under the protection of the 
territorial princes accepted the Reformation, papists indeed saw 
the dangers of this heretical defection, but they found no trace of 
the church in it any more. The heresy of the Augustinian monk of 
Wittenberg was not the first one with which Rome had to deal. 
There had been great heretical defections in earlier centuriesfor 
instance, Marcion and his numerous congregations, the communi- 
ties of the Gnostics, the Arian bishops and their churches, the Albi- 
genses, the Cathari, and others. Although these movements had for 
a period of time lessened the influence of the Roman Catholic 
Church in individual countries, yet, with the exception of the rem- 
nants of the Waldensians and the Hussites, they were extinguished 
in the course of the church's history. Was the heretical movement 
unleashed by the apostate Augustinian monk to have a different 
destiny? Let it extend itself for the time being; sooner or later it 
will collapse within itself. Has it not already broken up into frag- 
ments? Have patience! Soon it will disappear again, save for slight 
remnants of practically no importance. 

It is not impossible that some leading personalities in the Roman 
Catholic Church, who have no concrete conception and no exact 
knowledge of the Reformation, still have similar opinions today. 
They may, perhaps, think as follows: How many crises has the 
Roman Catholic Church survived victoriously in the last 400 years! 
What powers were released in her in the very repulse of the Witten- 
berg Reformation! What a proud path leading from the Council of 
Trent and over the first Vatican Council to the coming second 
Vatican Council! In contrast to this, what examples of decadence 
in Protestantism! What loss of dogmatical substance since the days 
of rationalism! What splintering divisions, especially in the Anglo- 
Saxon areas! Why need we be concerned about the so-called 
churches of the Reformation? Let us leave them to the forces of 
dissolution that are active within them and let us go our own way 
unconcerned. Are there not many indications that Protestantism is 
already being increasingly absorbed both by the natural increase 
of our population and, with reference to the mission fields, by the 
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concentrated and well-planned employment of forces and resources 
on the part of the Roman Catholic Church? Has not Protestantism 
already lost the great influence it enjoyed during the development 
of modern science, literature, and art? It will now only be a question 
of time until its decay becomes manifest in all areas. Perhaps the 
hour is not far away in which the remnants of Protestantism in which 
some genuine longing for the church is still alive will return home 
from their prodigal journey into a "far country." Let us prepare 
for that hour. Let such preparation be one of the tasks of the coming 
council. All else we can confidently leave to the course of history. 
If there are bishops, theologians, and laymen in the Roman 
Catholic Church who still think like that today, it will not be easy 
to convince them that they misjudge the nature of the Reformation 
and the churches of the Reformation and that they fail completely 
to recognize the meaning of the division of the western churches. 
We may be thankful that in the realms of the French, the Dutch, 
and the German languages a different evaluation of the Reformation, 
of the churches of the Reformation, and of the present hour in 
history is gaining ground among Roman Catholic theologians and 
not only among them. But even one who might still be entertaining 
the views sketched above should be willing to consider the follow- 
ing: Four hundred years of church history are not a mere episode. 
As we indicated above, the churches of the Reformation were not 
able to overthrow the Roman Catholic Church during this period. 
The same holds true for the Roman Catholic Church. It must admit 
that the reforms of the Council of Trent and the forces of the 
Counter Reformation have also not been able to destroy the 
churches of the Reformation, neither have they been able to elimi- 
nate tibem. While this is being written, the churches federated in 
the World Council of Churches are preparing for their coming 
plenary convention at New Delhi. With few exceptions representa- 
tives of all the larger churches which directly or indirectly trace 
their origin to the Reformation will be assembled there. In addition, 
the Old (Roman) Catholic churches, a large number of Orthodox 
churches, and other ancient churches of the East will be represented. 
If we were to try to estimate the number of baptized Christians 
living in these churches, we would certainly arrive at a figure of 
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over three hundred millions. Anyone who may have followed the 
almost fifty-year-old ecumenical movement, if only in a literary 
way, will not get the impression that in this movement he encounters 
only the decadence of churches banded together in order to main- 
tain bare existence. He would rather be unable to escape the im- 
pression that there has been increasing consolidation and strength- 
ening in these churches. Especially the fact that this movement 
and its agencies have the characteristics of a church has come more 
distinctly to view in the course of years. 

It is still too soon to ask the bishops and theologians of the Roman 
Catholic Church how they will receive this factual situation spir- 
itually and theologically and how they will treat it dogmatically? 
Surely, it should be evident that one can no longer do justice to 
this factual situation by mere tactical deliberations. However the 
figures concerning conversion may appear in the future, no one can 
expect any longer that the division which exists between the 430 
million Catholics on the one side and the far more than 300 million 
non-Catholic, properly baptized Christians on the other, will be 
overcome through the conversion of individuals. One might ponder 
whether the oriental churches united with Rome do not point to a 
model for reunion which in the eyes of the Roman Catholic Church 
offers a chance for the solution of the problem. But such a plan 
would include that the churches separated from Rome would first 
unconditionally give up the dogmatical conviction which they have 
been holding, so far as they contradict the dogmas of the Roman 
Catholic Church and, wholly accepting the dogmas of the Roman 
Catholic Church, would place themselves under the jurisdiction 
and the infallible doctrinal guidance of the pope. Also here a sober 
evaluation of the situation would arrive at the conclusion that none 
of the churches belonging to the World Council, nor even a part 
of any of these churches, could be willing to enter such a corporate 
union with Rome. 

From whatever angle we approach the problem with which we 
are here engaged, it appears that as far as men can judge there 
can be no solution either today or tomorrow. It is in the realm of 
possibility that genuine church fellowship and church union can 
come about in increasing measure among the churches separated 
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from Rome. But up to the present not the smallest possibility has 
appeared for ending the division between the Roman Catholic 
Church and the churches of the Reformation. This division is so 
insuperable because it is rooted exclusively in the area of the funda- 
mental conception of salvation and therefore doctrine itself. Per- 
haps it is not entirely impossible that the doctrines of justification 
by grace alone and of the importance of good works at the last 
judgment could be clarified on both sides to such an extent that 
they would no longer necessarily be considered divisive. But a 
corresponding agreement with regard to the Roman Catholic dogmas 
of the sacrifice of the mass, of the papacy, and of the Virgin 
Mary is out of the question. What the Roman Catholic Church 
teaches on these points is in direct contradiction to the Gospel and 
is therefore heresy in the strictest sense of the word for evangelical 
Christians. It is true that in some areas a theological interpretation 
of doctrines can make for mutual agreement in some respects. But 
in view of the three areas of dogma mentioned above, even the 
greatest possible mutual advances cannot close the gap that divides 
the churches and necessitates mutual exclusion. Here we are up 
against a wall which, as matters now stand, cannot be breached 
from either side, either from the direction of Roman Catholic theol- 
ogy or from that of Reformation theology. Neither is able to con- 
vince the other. Do we not therefore have to live with the division? 

As Christians and as a church we have to reckon with a history 
that extends into the future. Certainly, this future is circumscribed 
by tihe last day. We are already standing in the light of that day. 
Therefore his future is not simply at our "disposal." All our visions 
of the future can be overthrown by God's intervention. We have 
this future as we have the other things that belong under the 
heading of "daily bread 9 * that is, we have them as though we had 
them not. Yet we must take the future seriously because it is 
within it that we are responsible before God. 

In this future the churches of the Reformation have to live as 
churches separated from the Roman Catholic Church. But the 
Roman Catholic Christians must say the same thing on their part. 
Both the Roman Catholic Church and the churches of the Reforma- 
tion, in the future of which we are speaking here, will have to live 
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under the burden of a division based on this that we must charge 
each other with heresy. 

This, at first glance, seems to be a very simple observation. But 
the more we think about it, and the more we try to see this obser- 
vation in the light of our Christian faith, the more mysterious will 
the fact of the division become and the more extensively will our 
present theological thinking and the work of the churches be 
determined by the same. We have to live with the division! We 
have to live with the division! Will the responsible groups dealing 
with the preparations for the coming council of the Roman Catholic 
bishops have a clear understanding of this situation? Will the 
council itself consider it? Will the theological reflections and the 
decisions regarding church law at the council be penetrated by this 
understanding? 

m 

We restrict our discussion to the division existing between the 
churches of the Reformation and the Roman Catholic Church. Each 
of the two "religious parties,** as they were still referred to in the 
16th century, has to live with the division. If both have to live with 
the division, must they not also live with each other under the 
division? Divided in the faith yet living with each other! Is that 
possible? 

The first answer given to this question in Christendom was for a 
long time negative. The conviction prevailed that it was impossible 
for churches which must charge each other with heresies to live 
with each other. Moreover, the Reformation, as is well known, still 
held fast to this negative answer in a very incisive manner. For 
Luther and his time the idea that the papal church and the church 
of the Reformation could live side by side in a city or principality 
with equal rights was impracticable. He had indeed come to know 
that no one can be forced to believe and that no one dare be put to 
death for his faith. But the public proclamation of a false doctrine 
and the conducting of a false worship service, according to his con- 
viction, could not be tolerated in a place where the pure Gospel 
had been brought to light and had been accepted in faith by the 
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government. Therefore, for people of a different faith there re- 
mained only the liberty of emigrating from a Protestant country 
to a Catholic country. 

In this connection, one must consider that it was not a matter 
of emigrating from the German Empire but "only" from a certain 
principality. Under the emperor the churches of the Augsburg Con- 
fession and the papists remained together as members of the 
empire. It is very moving to observe how Luther took his stand 
for the same emperor who had declared him an outlaw, when it 
came to supporting biyn in his resistance to the Turks. For the 
Anabaptists and the fanatics Luther, to be sure, saw no territory 
in which they might be tolerated. But according to the stipulations 
of the religious peace of Augsburg in the year 1555, the territories 
adhering to the papal church and those in which the Augsburg 
Confession prevailed were not only able to exist peaceably side 
by side in the empire but were supposed to do so. 

We cannot here pursue the question as to how the problem of 
tolerance in Europe and in North America progressively developed 
since the Reformation. The result of this development can no longer 
be abolished. Put into few words it is as follows: Churches of he 
Reformation and Roman Catholic churches can and should live 
together in every state, enjoying the same rights in civil life and 
with regard to die laws of die state. It is high time that the last 
remnants of restrictions limiting the free exercise of religion be 
removed. In view of the situation in Spain, South America, and 
elsewhere, the coming council will have abundant material for its 
work if it accepts this principle. Can it really dose its heart to the 
acceptance of this principle? The weighty problems arising from an 
impartial regulation of the civil rights of different faiths in the area 
of education are not hidden from us. But these difficulties can be 
solved both in principle and in practise. Everything will depend on 
this that we not be amenable to such solutions only when they 
are advantageous to our own faith or when the secularization of the 
conception of the state forces them upon us, but that we, recognizing 
the fundamental doctrinal lawfulness of these impartial solutions, 
bring them about, not by compulsion, but on account of our own 
convictions not for the sake of outer or ideal advantages, not from 
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dogmatical indifference, but from a new ethical and doctrinal view 
of other confessions from which we are divided in the faith. The 
history of the problem of tolerance and its result demands of the 
coming council a rethinking of the question regarding the light in 
which we see those from whom we are divided at the Lord's altar 
in their relation to the Lord, to the Spirit, to the Gospel, to the 
truth, to the kingdom of God. 

The question as to how Christians and churches that are divided 
in faith can still live together receives its sharpest edge in the 
so-called mixed marriage. By "mixed marriage" we mean here a 
marriage of baptized Christians who belong to divided churches, 
especially a marriage in which one partner is Protestant and the 
other Roman Catholic. The Protestant church points out to its mem- 
bers the difficulties and the dangers that are encountered in such 
a marriage. To the complete fellowship of man and wife this doubt- 
lessly also belongs that both be agreed in the confession of the 
Gospel and that both together receive the body and blood of Christ. 
Anyone who becomes a partner to a mixed marriage must forego 
this fulfillment of conjugal fellowship. Questions as to the form 
which the common life of faith in the home is to take, in which 
faith the children are to be brought up, and the like, cause great 
difficulties. Nevertheless, mixed marriages are numerous. There are 
reasons to believe that their number will even increase in the future. 
Experience shows that a mixed marriage does not in every case result 
from spiritual failure, indifference to truth, or a lack of earnest 
thinking. Entering into a mixed marriage can also involve a genuine 
spiritual decision. Light is shed on this question by the way in which 
the subject of mixed marriages is treated in contemporary literature. 
Yet, in every case, the mixed marriage provides the heaviest burden 
by which the relation between the divided churches is put to the 
test. The relevant regulations imposed by Roman Catholic law in 
the Codex Juris Canonic! (the body of ecclesiastic law) is subject 
to serious doubts. These doubts also apply to the theological con- 
victions underlying the regulations. There are few points in which 
theological disregard of the Sacrament of Holy Baptism appears so 
strongly as in the way the present law of the Roman Catholic Church 
concerning mixed marriages regards the non-Catholic party to the 
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marriage! Why, he is treated just as if he were not baptized at all. 

Will the coming council give attention to these problems? His- 
tory shows that on the basis of the dogma of the Roman Catholic 
Church other legal solutions of the problem of the mixed marriage 
are possible than those set forth in the Codex Juris Canonici. If 
anywhere, reform is urgently required at this point. But also in this 
connection a fundamental rethinking concerning the baptized 
Christian belonging to a separated church, and therefore concern- 
ing this church itself, is not to be evaded. Should not something 
commonly held, despite the division with which we have to live, 
come to view something in the nature of truly belonging to Christ, 
something in the nature of actual gifts of the Holy Spirit, some- 
thing in the nature of present participation in eternal salvationin 
short, something held in common which would demand and make 
possible also a different solution of the problem of mixed marriages? 

It will be well if the churches in those countries whose inhabi- 
tants, according to denominational statistics, belong, with few ex- 
ceptions, to the same Christian denomination will become aware of 
the fact that they are fundamentally and practically drawn into the 
sphere of the same problems which prevail in the countries where 
there are various confessions. As a result of the social development 
which in our century as with the force of destiny affects mankind 
everywhere, there are no longer any cultural reservations, and there 
are no confessional ones left either. These are facts which the 
churches must ponder, too. Humanity is coalescing. In this develop- 
ment there are reverses, but as a whole it cannot be halted. In this 
development good is found mingled with evil. We shall not be 
able to say that only evil is at work in it. We shall have to ask 
whether what is happening in the present history of civilization is 
not meant to be a challenge to Christians, to which they must find 
an answer that is good and pleasing to God. We shall have to ask 
whether the standardization of a technologically fashioned human 
civilization, though doubtless dangerous, could not perhaps be 
made to serve a more profound idea of unity namely, an idea of 
unity which after all is natural to the one human family. 

These questions can only be mentioned here. But it must be clear 
to us that we are considering the mutual relation of the Roman 



The Division and the Unity of the Church 185 

Catholic Church and the churches of the Reformation at a very 
definite point of human history. The historical situation of mankind 
at the present time not only may but must enter into our thinking 
concerning the mystery of the division and of the unity of the 
church. It would of course be entirely wrong if we were to derive 
our standards for our theological dicisions from the historical situa- 
tion. Far be it from us to do that! The standard for our theological 
decisions can only be the will of God revealed in his Word. But 
the question as to the concrete form our obedience to the revealed 
will of God must have, if it is really to be obedience to the living 
God, cannot disregard the historical situation in which it is rendered. 
It must rather seek to master this situation in a salutary way and 
thus regard it as something to be rightly molded. 

While we are following this principle, we must observe that in 
the social pattern of present-day humanity the churches of the 
Reformation and the Roman Catholic Church are no longer ter- 
ritorially and sociologically divided churches, although, as hereto- 
fore, they are still ecclesiologically divided. Though it was not the 
case before 1914, the churches of the Reformation and the Roman 
Catholic Church today and in the future, whether they like it or not, 
must live together socially. There is now at least mutual cognizance 
of one another's existence in many areas, and this will continue 
to increase in the future. Pet ideas which we form about the nature 
of the other party can be maintained less and less as time proceeds. 
Anyone who maintains or even strengthens pet ideas which do not 
correspond to the facts, in every case hurts the cause of the church 
to which he belongs. Intellectual contact between the faithful of 
the different confessions in the areas of literature, art, and science 
are already a matter of course. The cultural peculiarities which may 
still remain alive in present and future patterns of human society 
will necessarily provide fruitful contacts with the contributions of 
other confessions. 

If denominationally divided churches can no longer exist in so- 
ciological and cultural isolation from each other, it will doubtless 
be an incentive for retLinking the fact of denominational divisions. 
For it could be that a historical situation in the West, and among 
men in general, which in principle no longer exists, has helped to 
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determine our doctrinal opinion of the other party in a manner 
which cannot continue to exist in the presence of the truth of the 
apostolic Gospel. The question: "How do we look upon the eccle- 
siastical and spiritual state of the Christian and his church who are 
separated from us?** must be restated and rethought on a new level 
no less by the Roman Catholic Church than by the Protestant 
churches. When the bishops of the Roman Catholic Church in the 
near future assemble for their council, they will certainly also con- 
sider the general social situation of mankind. Will they also be 
conscious of this that this situation demands, with special urgency, 
an examination of the answers which the Roman Catholic Church, 
through those authorized to teach, has previously given to the ques- 
tion about the nature of the Christians separated from Rome? Will 
they sense the weight which this question has in our day namely, 
what the churches of the Reformation aside from the charge of 
heresy brought against them in their inner spiritual and ecclesias- 
tic nature really are? Should the dreadful division under which 
Christendom will have to live in the future not be able to unfold its 
"mystery" in a positive direction? 

The necessity for this achievement of a genuine "togetherness 3 * 
by the Christian churches in the midst of their denominational divi- 
sion rests especially on the world-spanning phenomenon of a con- 
sciously a-reKgious, not infrequently anti-Christian, secularism. The 
secularism we have in mind here is something fundamentally differ- 
ent from the purely worldly character of civil and institutional 
science and economy. Who would deny that there is an abundance 
of areas of human existence in which reason is correctly and com- 
petently the rule for knowledge and action? Moreover, reason has 
its peculiar depth. The worldly character of the civilization it pro- 
duces is not superficial. The problem which the secularism of our 
century poses does not rest in reason's claim for the modeling of 
its own proper areas of life. The problem is rather a matter of keep- 
ing reason within its proper sphere. Reason can and should know 
about its own limitations. But it can also revolt against this possi- 
bility and obligation. Therein lies a fatal threat to human existence. 
In our day this threat is already present in many forms. It will also 
obtain in the future. This threat has its roots in a fundamental and 
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radical denial of that reality to which we refer with the words: God, 
revelation, faith, prayer, eternal Me. In such a denial, reason goes 
beyond its legitimate secular realm and raises a claim that extends 
into the dimension of an absolute claim regarding salvation. Where 
this occurs, we are dealing with a secularism which, besides deny- 
ing the reality of God and of his revelation, sets up a dogmatite 
principle and therefore also provides active expression for its denial. 
This secularism, in its dogmatic a-religious and anti-Christian atti- 
tude, becomes itself a kind of religion that is, a pseudo-religion. It 
therefore hurls its anathema against all genuine religion, especially 
against Christianity, which cannot but bear witness to the exclusive 
nature of salvation in Jesus Christ. 

Deeper than the divisions among the Christian churches is the 
chasm gouged out in humanity by the secularism of which we are 
speaking. The fact that this chasm has burst open will necessarily 
help to determine the relation of the Christian churches to one an- 
other. Moreover, the relation of Christianity to the non-Christian 
religions will not remain untouched by this world situation. How- 
ever, we want to confine ourselves here exclusively to the consider- 
ation of the relation of the Christian churches to one another. In 
their ecclesiological division no change has come about because of 
the chasm that has burst open. And yet something has changed. 
The denominational division has moved into a new light. Its theo- 
logical-doctrinal acuteness has in no way been rendered relative. 
But it has become evident that there is another division in the 
human family, which puts that which is held in common by the 
divided churches into a new light with a view to its importance for 
the well-being of mankind. To be sure, in view of the a-religious 
anti-Christian secularism facing them, the Christian churches will 
be all the more painfully conscious of their divided condition. But 
this sorrow at the same time unfetters a type of oneness suggested 
by that which they possess in common. In view of the chasm that 
has burst open through secularism, the recognition of this common 
possession, which had never been entirely lost in theological think- 
ing, will have to become fruitful in a new way. When the Council 
of Trent assembled, there was hardly a trace of this secularism in 
the general cultural consciousness of the West. At the time of the 
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first Vatican Council it doubtless was already at work. But what in- 
cisive changes have come about in this respect since 1870 in the 
total spiritual situation of mankind! When the bishops of the Roman 
Catholic Church assemble for the Second Vatican Council, they will 
doubtless be conscious of the changed world situation. Will they 
collectively be aware of the fact that the mutual relation between 
the Roman Catholic Church and the churches of the Reformation is 
being affected by the deft which "dogmatic" and totalitarian secu- 
larism is drawing through the human family? In view of this cleft 
and in the midst of the denominational division should one not be 
able to descry a togetherness of the "divided brethren,** which should 
not only have some practical results in the area of church law but 
which, above all, wants to be received and mastered in a theologi- 
cal-doctrinal way? 

The solution of this task might be of great importance to the fu- 
ture of mankind in still another respect. It is in connection with the 
historical development of the intellectual attitude indicated in the 
foregoing that mankind today, in the midst of the process of coales- 
cing, is being torn asunder as never before by ideological, sociologi- 
cal, and political systems. In those areas of life, the solution of whose 
problems lies in the province of secular reason, convictions and 
ideologies have arisen involving an exclusive, quasi-religious abso- 
lute claim that must have a divisive effect. Can the systems of the 
West and of the East be really united in the United Nations Organi- 
zation and, in spite of profound differences, yet be aware of a joint 
responsibility for the weal of humanity? We are all perfectly aware 
of the fact that the future of mankind in large measure depends on 
the answer to this question. However, we probably do not sense 
quite so keenly the fact that the Christian churches, on an altogether 
different level, are confronted with an analogous problem. The 
Christian churches are confronted with the following question: Can 
the organizations of baptized Christians that exclude one another 
from church fellowship still live together as divided churches in the 
one Christendom? Should it not be possible to find such a solution 
to this question which, by virtue of the doctrinal clarity achieved, 
would be able to transform the concrete historical division of the 
churches of the Reformation and the Roman Catholic Church into 
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a genuine spiritual togetherness, though the denominational divi- 
sion of these churches continue as heretofore? 

It is quite evident that the task to be accomplished here is extra- 
ordinarily difficult. I do not hesitate to declare this task to be the 
most difficult one that has been set for the church in her whole pre- 
vious history. Its solution is more difficult than the solving of the 
puzzling problems of modern society, business, and politics. The 
strain which is put on theological-doctrinal thinking cannot as yet 
be estimated; it is just beginning to appear in rough outline and to 
be consciously perceived. Hardly less exertion will be required in 
finding a lawful structure to embody this solution adequately. It 
will be still more difficult to carry through the practical results of 
such a solution into the mission fields, with their great temptations 
to rivalry and displays of power. But if this task which confronts 
today's Christendom is to find a solution, we may be sure that its 
power would be felt far beyond the realm of the church in the nar- 
rower sense. If the Roman Catholic Church and the churches of the 
Reformation should be so fortunate as to find such a solution for 
their mutual relation which, while the present anathema is retained, 
could give expression to the common sharing of Jesus Christ, of the 
Holy Spirit, and of the life of Cod the Father and make this shar- 
ing effective in the history of mankind, then this solution would 
surely prove to be a spiritual force which would cast its beam with 
the power of a symbol upon the disrupted human family. 

We observe the following: On the sociological-political plane and 
on the spiritual-denominational plane mankind in our day is facing 
problems of analogous structure. On both planes there are convic- 
tions which lay claim to exclusive validity. On both planes, how- 
ever, there is being traced in the rough the recognition that the 
claim to exclusive validity must be imbedded in something possessed 
in common, if its unequivocal demand is not to bring an incalcu- 
lable misfortune on all mankind. This is excommunication on the 
basis of a conviction concerning an "absolute" truth, and yet at the 
same time a sharing on the basis of something that is indestructibly 
and really a common possession. 

Should not the possibility of a solution of this squaring of the 
circle on the sociological-political plane, finally depend on a solu- 
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tion first being found and lived on the spiritual-denominational 
plane? 



IV 

It is impossible for us here to give even a mere sketch of the solu- 
tion of the problem assigned to us. We can, in concluding our dis- 
cussion, as it were, discharge only a few arrows in the direction in 
which the solution must be sought. The place from which we look 
for the solution is the understanding that the division between the 
churches of the Reformation and the Roman Catholic Church is 
based on both sides upon the necessity for a spiritual decision de- 
manded by conscience. We should mutually own up to this that 
the anathema and the damnamus hurled by both sides does not 
proceed from stubbornness, levity, and contentiousness but from a 
sense of responsibility for the apostolic Word transmitted to the 
church. 

We Protestant Christians indeed cannot understand how, for in- 
stance, the dogma of the bodily assumption of Mary into heaven 
could be proclaimed with a responsible attitude based on the apos- 
tolic tradition given in the New Testament. We cannot understand 
how Pope Pius XII could declare that we who dispute the truth of 
this dogma have "entirely fallen away from the divine and catholic 
faith." We must confess that almost all of the anathemas pronounced 
against the doctrine of the Protestant church since the Reformation 
contradict the pure apostolic Word of the Holy Scriptures. It is true, 
an examination would be in order to determine which anathemas 
actually concern the doctrine of the evangelical Lutheran church. 
Much clarification of theological controversy in this matter is no 
doubt still to be done. But there can be no question that the de- 
cisive convictions of all the churches of the Reformation are actually 
rejected by the Roman Catholic Church. We know about the his- 
torical conditions that have led to such rejection. We do not over- 
look the abundance of non-theological factors which have often 
unfolded their disastrous power at the very decisive turning points 
in the history of the church. But we cannot and will not dispute the 
fact that the Roman Catholic bishops and theologians rendered 
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their decisions because they felt themselves responsible for preserv- 
ing the apostolic tradition no matter how incomprehensible and 
painful the decision may be to us. Nor do we wish to fail to recog- 
nize that in their anathemas, care for the welfare of human souls is 
involved. The churches of the Reformation should be ready to ob- 
serve that the final and decisive motive for the rejection of reforma- 
tive doctrine on the part of the Roman Catholic Church is not 
theological disputatiousness, not a matter of maintaining positions 
of power in the church, nor irresponsible dealing with divine reve- 
lation, but anxiety concerning the truth of apostolic doctrine and 
care for souls entrusted to her. 

When Christians charge Christians with heresy, they are rigjht in 
doing so only when they are actually convinced that responsibility 
for the apostolic Word entrusted to them and responsibility for the 
salvation of souls demand this extreme course. Defense of the pure 
apostolic Word and care for the salvation of souls are closely con- 
nected; because the means are contained within the apostolic Word 
namely, the oral proclamation of the Gospel, Baptism, the Lord's 
Supper, and the declaration of the forgiveness of sins in Absolu- 
tion, by which sinners receive the gift of salvation which Christ has 
won. Anyone who corrupts these means at the same time endangers 
the salvation of man. 

A particularly dangerous form of the corruption of the saving 
Means of Grace making salvation dependent upon something that 
is not contained in the apostolic Word but is demanded of man as 
an additional performance, perhaps even as an additional act of 
faith. Martin Luther's attack on the papacy is not understood at all 
if this attack is not seen on the level of this question. Luther knew 
by experience how the Gospel-corrupting statutes of the papal 
church, prescribed as being necessary for salvation, can thrust the 
baptized Christian into utter anguish of soul without being able to 
deliver him from such anguish. The fact that Luther saw in the 
papacy the power of the Antichrist is, above all, based on his own 
experience of the extent to which the papacy was hurling the bap- 
tized Christian into the deepest torments of soul. It did this, he re- 
alized, by no longer binding salvation to belief in the Gospel and 
to confidence in tide promise of the forgiveness of sins for Christ's 
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sake but by making salvation dependent upon the fulfillment of 
rules imposed by the church, ostensibly necessary to salvation, and 
upon accomplishments of the Christian himself. 

We are not ignorant of the fact that a reform of Roman Catholi- 
cism observable since the Council of Trent is spoken of with a cer- 
tain justice. But in one respect the situation is unchanged. Still in 
our day the churches of the Reformation have to charge the Roman 
Catholic Church with failing to keep pure and clean the apostolic 
Word given to us in Holy Scripture. We are also aware of a danger 
to the apostolic Word in the churches of the Reformation, where, 
under the influence of rationalism, historism, and modern philosophi- 
cal trends, theological doctrines have arisen which question the 
validity of the apostolic Word though in a far different way from 
that obtaining in Roman Catholicism and which help to promote 
a message that offers baptized Christians stones instead of bread. 
The churches of the Reformation suffer severely from this thorn in 
the flesh. But in this connection we are concerned, not with mu- 
tually comparing faulty developments in each other's camps, but 
with giving attention to normative fundamental confessional prin- 
ciples. The claim of bishop of Rome to jurisdiction over the entire 
Christian church and the mark of infallibility conceded to his doc- 
trinal decisions rendered ex cathedra is by no means a faulty de- 
velopment within Catholicism which could be corrected any day, 
but an irrevocable dogma; in short, a foundation stone of the Roman 
Catholic Church. The cultic veneration of Mary is not a wild shoot 
on the tree of the spiritual life of this church; it is not a tolerated 
accommodation to certain ancient Mediterranean pious practices; 
rather, it is founded on formal dogmas and penetrates the liturgy 
and the prayer Me of this church to the highest hierarchical extremi- 
ties. The sacrificial body of Jesus Christ, offered up daily to God by 
the priest consecrated for this holy act as a sacrifice of reconciliation 
in order to obtain salvation and blessings and manifold kinds of help 
from God, is not the expression of liturgical exuberance but an un- 
equivocally established dogma determining the very heart of the 
worship of the Roman Catholic Church. When it is said that man's 
own preparation for the reception of justification and his willing 
cooperation are decisive for the measure in which we receive the 
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sanctifying righteousness of God, that is not a theological opinion 
which we may excuse hy pointing to the missionary situation and 
the educational tasks of the church but, again, a firmly established 
dogma. From die point of view of this dogma one of the most im- 
portant repudiating judgments of rejection is hurled at the churches 
of the Reformation, namely the sentence: "Anyone who maintains 
that the sinner is justified by faith alone and who understands this 
in such a way as to think that nothing else is demanded by way 
of cooperation in obtaining the grace of justification, and that it is 
in no wise necessary to prepare oneself and make oneself receptive 
by the exercise of one's own will, falls under the anathema." 

These dogmas, as such, must penetrate the entire body of doc- 
trine of the Roman Catholic Church, as well as all its official trans- 
actions and its religious life. The churches of the Reformation are 
convinced that the preaching and the practice determined by these 
dogmas affects the purity of the apostolic Gospel and therefore, by 
inner necessity, endangers the salvation of souls. What that saving 
faith is can hardly become visible in the maze of these dogmas. 
This saving faith is that which under the judgment of the law 
Christians actually lay hold of God's forgiveness through the grace 
assured for us by the proclamation of the Gospel. Is not the danger 
present in the Roman Catholic Church that the Christian, who 
through life and death approaches his Judge, will put his trust in this 
that lie Virgin Mary will intercede also for his soul's salvation, that 
also for him the sacrifice of the mass is offered by the priest, that 
he himself will have put forth a sufficient effort of will to prepare 
himself for the reception of grace and, in addition, from having 
cooperated with the grace received, will be able to exhibit meritori- 
ous good works of his own on judgment day? He who dies with a 
misplaced confidence does not die well. A Christian who would 
base his hope of salvation on a work of Mary of which the Scriptures 
know nothing, on a sacrifice of reconciliation offered by the church, 
and on his own effort of will and his own cooperation with divine 
grace will discover that he has built his house on sand when the 
storms of temptation break over him and the accusations of divine 
will confront "him with its demands. 

Should not the Roman Catholic bishops, who will soon be as- 
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sembling for a council, be able to understand that what divides 
Protestant Christians from Rome is still today a question involving 
salvation? Should it not be possible to find unanimity at the council 
on this point that the motive which still in our day makes it neces- 
sary for the churches of the Reformation to reject some of the cen- 
tral dogmas of the Roman Catholic Church, is their responsibility 
for the defense of the apostolic Word given in the Scriptures and 
therefore also their responsibility for keeping open the way of 
salvation on which men may be saved from the depths of tempta- 
tion? Could not such an understanding, if it prevailed at the coun- 
cil, put the mutual relation of the divided churches, despite that 
division, on a new basis, on a spiritual basis, on a basis of mutual 
respect? If I realize that also the other party, in his way and com- 
pared to his knowledge, wants to understand my responsibility 
concerning the Gospel truth delivered to us by the apostles of Jesus 
Christ further, that he also wants to share my responsibility for the 
salvation of the souls (this means that he regards himself as being 
placed before God in the same final responsibility, although he sees 
the awareness of the responsibility in a different light than I do) 
would not then such a realization have to show a mutual way in 
the midst of the ecclesiological division would it not point out 
something in common that refers to the very essence of the church? 
But with these deliberations we have not yet touched the real 
mystery of the division of the occidental church. We have seen that 
the churches of the Reformation and the Roman Catholic Church 
are divided by their mutual accusation of false doctrine. This directs 
our attention to the question of the relation of heresy to the church. 
According to our arguments concerning the connection between the 
defense of the pure apostolic Gospel and the salvation of souls from 
the judgment of God, it should be clear that the assembly of bap- 
tized Christians, among whom preaching and the administration of 
the Sacraments are such as to endanger the souls of men, cannot 
be the place where I can see the marks of tie church shining 
clearly. In that assembly I therefore cannot find the place in which 
I can confess the one holy catholic and apostolic church and 
receive the Sacrament of the Altar. But the question is whether or 
not there is anything left of the church at all in that assembly of 
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Christians with whom I am not able to realize church fellowship. 

It is so hard to answer this question because the New Testament 
evidently does not refer to the form of church division under which 
we are forced to live today. It is true that the New Testament is 
aware of the necessity of the anathema against heresy. But what 
is the heresy of the apostolic age? According to the New Testament, 
heresy which is excluded from the church by the anathema is a con- 
ception of redemption which completely undermines salvation in 
Christ. As an example we might mention the astronomically* de- 
termined judaizing doctrine of Law-piety which Paul anathematizes 
in the Epistle to the Galatians. Or we might mention the docetic 
heresy against which the First Epistle of John draws a sharp line 
because it denies the incarnation of the Son of God, or "what is 
falsely called knowledge (gnosis)," which is combatted in the Pas- 
toral Epistles. In the churches threatened by such heresies the Chris- 
tian faith and Christian salvation, in their entirety, were always 
at stake. 

As unequivocally as the line was drawn with reference to heresy 
in the age of the Apostles, so manifold were the different forms of 
Christian doctrine and Christian manner of life within the one 
apostolic church. This multifarious character of religious conviction 
and doctrinal form was possible only because there was full agree- 
ment in the fundamental conception of salvation in Christ and of 
his message. But within this common possession we often observe 
differences of considerable depth. We know that between Paul and 
the church at Jerusalem considerable tension prevailed at times 
concerning the significance of the Old Testament and its applica- 
tion to the Christian church. The danger of a "division of the church" 
humanly speaking was not beyond the range of possibility. This 
danger was overcome. Even James, at the apostolic council in Jeru- 
salem, extended his right hand to Paul as a sign of the prevailing 
church fellowship. But what differences continued to prevail, in 
spite of this agreement, between the theological convictions of 
James and Paul! What a difference between the churches of die 
Jewish Christians in Palestine and the Christian churches of the 

^Referring to the anxious observance of "days, and months, and seasons, 
and years" (Gal. 4:10). The Translator. 
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one-time heathen peoples in Paul's missionary realms! Nevertheless 
they held fast to the church fellowship existing between them. 

A glimpse of the New Testament Scriptures will show us that 
under certain circumstances very profound differences in faith and 
in theological doctrine are matters with which one should and can 
bear. But the New Testament also impresses upon us that the 
anathema is necessary when salvation in Christ as a whole or its 
foundation are at stake. We are convinced that the heresies of a 
Marcion, of the Gnostics, of an Arms, and of a Pelagius do indeed 
attack the salvation in Christ as a whole together with its founda- 
tion. But how about the divisions of the church in the Reformation 
of the 16th century? Do they not constitute something new in the 
history of Christianity as regards the question we are considering 
here? Did they not include new ecclesiological circumstances which 
could not be mastered with these directions of the New Testament 
Scriptures? It is true, as far as the New Testament is concerned, 
that in the congregations of the heretics who were affected by the 
ban of the apostolic anathema the reality of the Christian church 
was obliterated. Can this judgment be upheld in view of the division 
of churches and their mutual exclusion of each other which came 
about in the 16th century? 

Let us, to begin with, look at the divisions between the Lutheran, 
the Reformed, and the Anglican churches. These divisions are also 
based on the rejection of false doctrine. That is especially dear 
with reference to the division existing between the Lutherans and 
the Reformed. Nevertheless, none of these churches can say of the 
others that they call into question salvation in Christ as a whole or 
its foundation. Nevertheless, for doctrinal reasons, there is no church 
fellowship between these churches. The error in individual doubtless 
very important doctrines, as in the doctrine of predestination and 
that of the Lord's Supper, was felt to be so profound that a sense 
of responsibility for the preservation of the apostolic Word and for 
the salvation of souls prevented the establishment of church fellow- 
ship. But none of these churches would dare say of the other that 
nothing of the church is to be found in it. None would dare to say 
of the other that in it the salvation of Christ is subverted. That is a 
circumstance which evidently is not foreseen in the New Testament. 
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The World Council of Churches has come to see that it is one of 
its most important tasks, in view of its responsibility regarding the 
apostolic testimony, to clarify this situation with regard to theo- 
logical dogma and church practice. 

May we also give a place to the division which exists between 
the Roman Catholic Church and the churches of the Reformation 
in this cycle of questions? Must the churches of the Reformation 
say to the Roman Catholic Church: 'Tfour heresies completely over- 
throw Christ's salvation as a whole together with its foundation. 
With you the church of Christ is simply no longer to be found"? 
Must the Roman Catholic Church answer with the same charge? 
We shall see that it actually does. In its official doctrinal pronounce- 
ments it applies the New Testament position about those excom- 
municated by the anathema undiminished and unbroken to the 
churches of the Reformation. In contrast, the ecclesiological opinion 
of the churches of the Reformation with regard to the Roman 
Catholic Church is essentially different. 

The churches of the Reformation see in the Roman Catholic 
Church a high degree of danger for salvation in Christ. Therefore 
they will not be able to establish church fellowship with it so long 
as this danger continues. From the beginning they have never 
disputed that salvation in Christ has not yet been extinguished in 
the Roman Catholic Church, despite the fact that it is endangered 
by false doctrine, but have maintained that it is still being proffered 
effectively. Luther never doubted that also in the papal church, in 
which he saw the power of the Antichrist at work, ''the true old 
church with its Baptism and the Word of God nevertheless still 
remains" and that the temple of Cod is being built through it. He 
did not dispute that in it there are still the Means of Grace through 
which men are saved. In this connection he considered the Sacra- 
ment of Baptism to be especially important. He never doubted that 
under the papacy throughout the centuries this Sacrament was 
preserved in all its salutary effectiveness. He was also convinced 
that in the Roman Catholic celebration of the Mass, in which the 
congregation communed, the body and blood of Christ were truly 
present and were distributed under the bread, in spite of the pro- 
found corruption such a celebration exhibited as compared with 
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its true character as instituted by Christ. To be sure, he considered 
it to be extraordinarily difficult his own experience speaking here 
for an adult person to hear the voice of the saving Gospel in the 
papal church of his time, but he was convinced that it actually 
did occur here and there. Thus, the churches of the Reformation- 
including the Reformed church never left the matter doubtful that 
"traces of the church" remained under the papacy, also after the 
division of the church was consummated. Today Protestant doctrine 
still teaches that in the Roman Catholic Church salvation in Christ 
is actually being offered and received, that men are being saved, 
and that they are even now being added as living members to the 
body of Christ, which is his church. Jesus Christ, the head of the 
church, has in his body living members who live and die within the 
denominational borders of the Roman Catholic Church. This is an 
incontestable dogma of the churches of the Reformation. The 
churches of the Reformation therefore have a message somewhat 
as follows for the Roman Catholic Church: "Your heresies are a 
serious danger for salvation in Christ. Therefore we are separated 
from you. But your heresies still do not invalidate everything. There- 
fore we may still believe the Church of God still really exists within 
your boundaries, although we no longer see the pure proclamation 
of the Gospel and the administration of the Sacraments according 
to their institution, the marks of the true apostolic church, in your 
midst. Yet we know that in the Means of Grace, so far as they are 
still being preserved in your midst, Jesus Christ is still mighty to 
save men from sin and death and even now grants the forgiveness 
of sins and eternal life to those who believe in life and in death in 
TIJTTI and in his promises/* 

What does the Roman Catholic Church say to us, the churches 
of the Reformation, with regard to the same matter? When we 
examine the official doctrinal pronouncements of the Roman Cath- 
olic Church concerning our question, we are most deeply perplexed 
with the fact that the Roman Catholic Church does not say of the 
churches of the Reformation what we have just said about her, 
although she does at least recognize the "validity" of the Baptism 
dispensed by the churches of the Reformation. According to the 
official doctrinal pronouncements of the Roman Catholic Church. 
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members on the body of Christ are in reality found only within 
the visible denominational boundaries of the Roman Catholic 
Church. The visible church under the pope and the mystical body 
of Christ are identified to the extent that outside of this visibly 
circumscribed church within the present and future time on earth, 
there are no living members of the body of Jesus Christ. That, of 
course, does not mean that human beings who are not members of 
the Roman Catholic Church are therefore eternally lost. For centuries 
the doctrine has been accepted that a person who desires salvation 
in Christ, but is prevented by definite circumstances from receiving 
Baptism, may receive the grace of Baptism through a desire and a 
wish for it. The same holds for the Sacraments of Penitence and the 
Eucharist. The Council of Trent expressly retained this doctrine of 
the "votunT or desire. It was especially Pope Pius XII who in our 
own time by doctrinal declarations sought to give an answer to the 
question concerning the eternal lot of non-Catholics among whom 
schismatics, heretics, Jews, and heathens are included by referring 
to the ancient doctrine of the desire for the Sacrament. In agree- 
ment with formulations of the prominent polemical theologian 
Bellarmin (1542-1621) Pope Pius XII also granted to the longing 
and wish for membership IT* tihe church a certain amount of signif- 
icance for the attainment of eternal salvation. 

The question concerning the lot of non-Catholics of necessity 
became especially disturbing for the Roman Catholic Church's 
understanding of herself as a church. We get an idea of this when 
we consider, for instance, the following authoritative doctrinal 
documents. Pope Boniface VIII, in the Bull "Unam SanctanT 
(1302), declared that outside the visible boundaries of the Roman 
Catholic Church no salvation and no forgiveness of sins can be 
found. The council which in the years 1438-1445 at Ferrara, Flor- 
ence, and finally in the Lateran sought to bring about a union with 
the Oriental churches, affirms, in the decree of 1442 (intended for 
the Syrian Monophysite Church of the Jacobites) and no one can 
receive eternal Me outside of the Roman Catholic Church. If a non- 
Catholic does not join tihe Roman Catholic Church before his death, 
he will be a victim of eternal fire prepared for the Devil and his 
angels. The shocking thing about these pronouncements, which in 
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their literal reading go back to the north African Bishop Fulgentius 
(467-533), consists in this that not only Jews and heathen are 
subject to this excommunication but also heretics. Indeed, even one 
who is only a schismatic forfeits eternal bliss because he lives in a 
"church" that is separated from the Roman Catholic Church. In 
view of this, it already amounted to a certain mitigation of the 
doctrine when Pope Pius IX, in a declaration of December 9, 1854, 
stated that those living "in insurmountable ignorance of the true 
religion" are not on that account guilty of eternal damnation. But 
he too maintained "that outside of the apostolic, Roman [!] church 
no one can be saved. She is the only ark of salvation, and everyone 
who does not enter her, must perish in the flood." 

If it is a settled matter that outside of the church there is no 
salvation and that this church in which salvation is available is 
contained within the visible boundaries of the Roman church, then 
doctrinal pronouncements in our day can no longer be satisfied 
with this declaration alone. An attempt must be made to say some- 
thing concerning the realm of humanity outside of the Roman 
Catholic Church which goes beyond that which the medieval church 
and even Pope Pius IX himself said. An attempt must be made 
in some way to steer this realm in which there is no salvation toward 
salvation. Pope Pius XII had clearly recognized this necessity. 
In his encyclical "Mystici Corporis Christi" (1943) he tried to solve 
the problem with the help of the doctrine of the efficacy of longing" 
or "desiring." If the desire to receive the Sacrament under certain 
circumstances could take the place of reception itself, the inference 
is suggested that the desire for membership in the church (votum 
ecdesiae), which is the epitome of all mediation of salvation, could 
under certain circumstances achieve something like placing the 
soul on the way of salvation. What is peculiar about this papal 
utterance is that such Tbngingf and "desiring" contrary to the 
desire for Baptism on the part of a catechumen need not consist 
in thoughts of which one is distinctly conscious. The pope speaks 
of "a kind of unconscious longing or desire" (inscium quoddam 
desiderium ac votum). A communication of the Holy Office ad- 
dressed to the Archbishop of Boston in the year 1949 explains this 
papal doctrine of the "votum" in such a way that this longing for 
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membership in the church under certain circumstances can be 
effective also in a person who is held by an insurmountable ignor- 
ance. In this case it is sufficient that this person lives with such an 
inner attitude that he desires his will to conform to the will of God. 
One may then grant that 'longing" for membership in the church is 
present in such a person. 

The details of the doctrine of the desire for membership in the 
church need not be especially dealt with here. Theologians who at- 
tempt to penetrate it dogmatically frequently get into such a jungle 
of distinctions and conditions that they can hardly find their way 
through. The efficacy of the desire for membership in the church 
seems to extend so far that very few are finally threatened with the 
loss of eternal salvation. On the other hand, it is restricted to so 
narrow a circle that one is left uncertain as to who those non- 
Catholics are to whom it is concretely applicable. We are here 
concerned only with the observation that the doctrinal pronounce- 
ments of the Roman Catholic Church have in no case departed from 
the principle that outside of the visible boundaries of the Roman 
Catholic Church no living persons are at present members of the 
body of Jesus Christ and partake of the gift of the new lif e of grace 
coming from him. Pope Pius XII, too, in the aforementioned en- 
cyclical, "Mystici Corporis Christi," unequivocally affirms that all 
who are separated from the Roman Catholic Church in faith or in 
government therefore also we Protestant Christians do not live in 
that one body or out of that one divine Spirit of whom the Apostle 
Paul speaks when referring to the body whose head is Jesus Christ 
and which he calls the church. Pope Pius XII expressly rejects the 
idea that the church as the body of Christ could extend over the 
visible church separated from the Roman Catholic Church, in such 
a way that other Christian associations, though separated from one 
another in faith, would still be united by an invisible spiritual tie. 

The conclusion we must draw from this doctrinal encyclical of 
the Roman Catholic Church is obviously this: Baptized Christians 
living outside of the boundaries of the Roman Catholic Church, as 
regards their possible association with the mystical body of Jesus 
Christ, are in principle, dogmatically speaking, no better situated 
than unbaptized Jews or heathens who consciously or unconsciously 
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harbor the longing or desire that their will may be in conformity 
with the will of God. According to this papal doctrine, it is out of 
the question that in the churches of the Reformation the Holy Spirit 
is actually given as a pledge and earnest of the eternal inheritance; 
through Word and Sacrament, that the forgiveness of sins is actu- 
ally bestowed, and that the new birth of water and of the Spirit 
by which one becomes a member of the body of Jesus Christ 
actually can take place. Outside of the Roman Catholic Church, 
according to this official doctrinal utterance of the pope, one cannot 
even find traces of the reality of the church but, at best, only a 
hardly comprehensible, indistinct longing for membership in the 
church, of which the person himself is often unconscious. 

It will be a mystery to every Protestant believer how the pope 
with this doctrine of his concerning the boundaries of the church 
can pass over the salutary power of a valid Baptism as though it 
did not exist We cannot understand how a Baptism can be valid 
and yet not be efficacious in the dimension of a real, salutary in- 
corporation of the person into the body of Christ. Is it correct for 
those who have received die Sacrament of Baptism merely to be 
referred to the doctrine of the "votunT or desire in the matter of 
their association with the body of Christ, and thereby, in principle, 
placed on a level with unbaptized non-Catholics? Do we not here 
have a case of contempt for one of the Sacraments instituted by 
Christ? Would it not be a questioning of the salutary power of Jesus 
Christ himself, if a true Baptism, rightly dispensed, were thought 
to have no salutary effect in the act of dispensation? Is that Baptism 
still a Baptism, when the person baptized has received and retained, 
trusting in the promises of the Gospel, a genuine Baptism but still 
lacks the grace of forgiveness, and lacks the reception of the one 
Holy Spirit, by which one is implanted into the one body whose 
head is Jesus Christ? Is it anything more than a mere shell, which 
is only then filled with the gifts of salvation attributed to it by the 
apostolic Word when the person baptized by a heretic is con- 
verted to the Roman Catholic Church? 

It will furthermore continue to be a mystery to every Protestant 
Christian that the pope, through his doctrine concerning the bound- 
aries of the church, so restricts the effective power of the apostolic 
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Word with regard to the dispensation of salvation and establishment 
of the congregation of the redeemed that to the Protestant Chris- 
tian it appears like disputing that power. We must, of course, take 
into account that what the New Testament has to say about the 
saving power of God's Word is largely concealed and forgotten in 
the Roman Catholic Church, in which the saving power of the 
Sacraments holds the preeminence. But God's Word, which comes 
to us through the Holy Scriptures and is preached to us on the 
basis of Scripture, is asserting its claim to be a saving Means of 
Grace also outside of the churches of the Reformation today. There 
are indications that also within the Roman Catholic Church the oral 
preaching of the apostolic Gospel is being recognized more strongly 
than before as a divinely instituted Means of Grace besides the 
Sacraments. If the Holy Ghost is truly at work in the Roman Cath- 
olic Church, she cannot forego declaring that the living voice of 
the apostolic Gospel is also a fully valid and indeed fundamental 
means for the outpouring of the Holy Ghost. *O foolish Galatiansr 
Paul writes in his epistle to those congregations, ". . . Let me ask 
you only this: Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law, or 
by hearing with faith?" 

Of what importance for the Roman Catholic doctrine of the 
boundaries of the church is the fact that among the non-Catholics 
there are baptized Christians who, invoking the triune God, read 
the Holy Scriptures, hear the Word of the apostles read and 
preached in the assembled congregation, and who answer to the 
voice of the apostles with the Credo of the church? In view of this, 
should not an association of these Christians with the exalted Lord, 
present with the congregation assembled in his name, be realized 
that is far different from that which this doctrine of "desiring" and 
"wishing 1 * would have us believe? 

In our discussion on this point we get into a situation somewhat 
similar to that of the Apostle Paul when he was obliged to defend 
himself against his opponents at Corinth (Cf. 2 Cor. 11 and 12). 
We, too, must call attention to the simple fact that the churches of 
the Reformation, which, according to the doctrine of Pope Pius XQ, 
are denied the grace of living from the one Spirit that runs like a 
stream through the mystical body of Christ, also can display some- 
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thing of those operations and gifts of the Spirit which, according to 
the doctrine of the Apostle Paul are expressions of this very body. 
Paul says, "What I am saying I say not with the Lord's authority 
but as a fool, in this boastful confidence. . . ." What are the conver- 
sions and the revivals which countless Protestant Christians have 
experienced in the churches of the Reformation? What is the zeal 
for the spreading of the Gospel which aroused missionaries and 
led them to the heathen, many shedding their blood for the name of 
Christ? What is that self-sacrificing Christian love for the poor, the 
sick, and the crippled which has left its traces also in the history of 
the churches of the Reformation? What is that power of resistance 
and that ability to suffer for the sake of the Gospel which, to the 
astonishment of many, came to life among Protestant Christians 
under the antichristian oppression of our own century? Were not 
realities experienced here which were wrought by the same Holy 
Spirit whom we jointly confess and praise as the third person of the 
Holy Trinity? How are these spiritual experiences and gifts to be 
reconciled with the papal doctrine concerning the boundaries of 
the church, since charismatic gifts exist only in living conditions 
with the body of Christ? Has God himself not given an indication 
here which plainly shows that, especially in official doctrinal decla- 
rations, one should speak differently of baptized "non-Catholics" 
than the popes and church law have spoken about them. 

The New Testament speaks of a spiritual gift consisting in this 
that spiritual songs, psalms, and hymns originate in the church. It 
should not be possible to dispute the fact that this charism came 
to life anew in an unusual manner, especially in the churches of 
the Reformation of the 16th and the 17th centuries, and in Luther 
himself. Some bishops of the Roman Catholic Church also recog- 
nized this in a practical way by having some of the spiritual songs 
which originated in the churches of the Reformation of the 16th and 
17th centuries incorporated into the hymnals of their dioceses. We 
cannot imagine that these bishops were of the opinion that these 
songs did not become true spiritual songs until they were sung from 
a Roman Catholic hymnal at a Roman Catholic Mass, while before 
this, at the time of their composition, and afterwards, when they 
were sung in evangelical worship services, they were empty husks, 
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stripped of the Holy Spirit the life-giving stream that flows through 
the body of Christ. But does not the relation between Jesus Christ, 
the head of the church, and the visibly circumscribed Roman church, 
as taught by the popes, demand the proposition that outside of this 
church there are no real spiritual gifts flowing from the exalted 
head of the church into his body? The theologians of the churches 
of the Reformation are profoundly grateful that at least in the realms 
of the German, Dutch, and French languages there are not a few 
Roman Catholic theologians who have evidently recognized the fact 
that the doctrine of the "desire for membership in the church* alone 
is not sufficient for giving adequate expression to the pneumatologi- 
cal and ecclesiological status of Christendom. We hope that a great 
deal will come from these beginnings. What will be their lot? Will 
the coining council relegate them to the bounds of the present 
ecclesiology governed by the official doctrinal declarations, or will 
the council be open to the insight that the Word and Sacrament, 
the Spirit and spiritual gifts, the forgiveness of sins, true member- 
ship in the body of Christ, and the present possession of eternal life 
are realities existing also outside of the Roman Catholic Church- 
realities bestowed by God the Father himself by virtue of the insti- 
tutions and the promises of Jesus Christ? Not until we come to 
understand this do we sense the depth of the mystery of the divi- 
sion of Christendom. To a considerable degree tie mystery of this 
division consists in this that the division of the occidental church, 
which became necessary for the sake of the apostolic Word and 
for the sake of the salvation of souls, is stitt embraced by the one 
body of the exalted Lord. The division of the occidental churches 
can neither divide this body of Christ nor restrict it to the visible 
boundaries of any one church. 

Here we have in outline the solution of that "squaring of the cir- 
cle" of which we spoke above. A proper dogmatical evaluation of 
the ecclesiological import of the division of the occidental churches 
in the 16th century will make dear to us how the exclusiveness of 
the dogma on which the necessity of excommunication is based is 
to be reconciled with the willingness to recognize something essen- 
tial held in common in which the possibility of genuine communi- 
cation in the midst of ecclesiological division is offered. 
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It should have become plain that the solution to which our de- 
liberations point is not touched by the charge of indifferentism, 
about which the draft of the constitution prepared at the First Vati- 
can Council, speaks concerning the church. It is indeed not a matter 
of indifference to us whether a baptized person lives in a church 
in which the encounter with the saving apostolic Gospel is seriously 
endangered by heresies that have crept in or whether he lives in a 
church in which the Gospel is preached in conformity with the 
Holy Scriptures and the Sacraments are administered in accord with 
their institution by the Lord Jesus Christ. We cannot help the fact 
that the Roman Catholic Church, in view of her responsibility, 
brands the churches of the Reformation with the blemish of heresy. 
The churches of the Reformation are also compelled to reject as 
heresies some doctrines which are essential to the Roman Catholic 
Church. The differences in faith and in doctrine do indeed reach 
such a depth that we cannot celebrate the Lord's supper at the same 
altar. In this there will be no change as far as our view extends. 
But much would be changed if churches which are compelled to 
excommunicate each other because of heresies would not lose sight 
of the fact that the body of the Lord actually exists in the midst 
of the other "church." It would certainly be of far-reaching impor- 
tance if the council of the Roman Catholic Church could under- 
stand that it has pleased the triune God in his mercy and his sav- 
ing acts to breach the visible boundaries of the Roman Catholic 
Church in quite another way than that which is expressed by the 
doctrine of die "desire** for membership in the church. We are not 
able to estimate what particular changes would be wrought by this 
insight. But we are certain that there would be some fundamental 
change in the mutual relation of the separated churches if in our 
spiritual life and no less in our theological thinking the under- 
standing would gain ground that the reality of the body of Christ, 
already here on earth and in this hour, extends farther than the vis- 
ible boundaries of the church of which one is a member. Between 
correctly rejected indifferentism on the one hand and the identifica- 
tion of a visibly circumscribed church with the body of the exalted 
Lord as espoused by the papal documents on the doctrine of the 
Church on the other, there must be a third position that goes far 
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beyond the papal doctrine of the "votum." Of this third position we 
expect more for the future of divided Christendom and also a 
stronger spiritual power for the future of the divided human race 
than we do of our present anathemas. 

If the mystery of the division under which Christendom is living 
has unveiled itself to us to such an extent that we can see the third 
position, we may venture a step still farther and say: We not only 
bear witih the person separated from us and esteem him, but we also 
need him. We need him in order that he, being different, by virtue 
of the very fact that he is different, may help us to keep the Word 
of truth and to understand it better. The truth, by inner necessity, 
is opposed to error. In the division under which we are living we 
are concerned with truth and error in the faith with regard to doc- 
trine and preaching. When truth is polemically engaged with error, 
it must be sharpened to a point like an arrow so that it can hit its 
mark. While it is in the process of becoming pointed, it must of ne- 
cessity temporarily neglect some of its own essential content. There 
is the danger that this neglected content be lost because of the ne- 
cessary sharpening procedure. Therefore we have need of the other 
person, whose truth, pointed against us, can draw our attention to 
matters which have not only been temporarily neglected by us but 
which perhaps may already have been suppressed among us. 

Among his people Cod himself brings about such sharpening of 
his Word, in certain situations, in order that it may, like an arrow, 
pierce our hard hearts, which try to frustrate its activity. We are 
convinced that in the Reformation of Martin Luther such a sharp- 
ening of the truth of God's Word was brought about by God the 
Holy Spirit. We are convinced that this pointed arrow must render 
its service in Christendom in our day also. But we are beginning to 
understand that the necessary sharpening of the truth dare not be- 
cloud our vision of the whole truth. However, keeping our eye on 
the whole truth by no means requires that its point be dulled. But 
it does keep us from seeking the truth only in the form of its sharp- 
ened polemical point. Sharpening the truth must not lead us to for- 
get the truth itself. One who would break the head off the arrow and 
would think that in the arrowhead alone he had the entire arrow, 
would be deceiving himself. As certainly as the fullness of the truth 



208 The Papal Council and the Gospel 

in a given situation of God's people must be sharpened, in order 
to bring about the right decision, so certainly does sharpening the 
truth require the awareness of that which could not enter into the 
"polemical arrowhead." 

It would be wrong if we from the point of view of these reflec- 
tions would see in lie churches of the Reformation only the "po- 
lemical arrowhead** of the truth of God's Word and on the other 
hand would want to pass off the manifold strange additions to the 
truth in Catholicism for the fullness of the truth. In the churches 
of the Reformation, too, we are concerned with the one truth of 
God's revelation in its entirety! On the other hand, the Roman Cath- 
olic Church has dogmas which appear to us to be "polemical arrow- 
heads'* broken from the truth. The identification of the denomina- 
tionally circumscribed papal church with the mystical body of 
Jesus Christ present on earth, is such an arrowhead. It is broken 
from the shaft and therefore is no longer suitable for hitting the 
mark. Such broken arrowheads are found also in Protestant theology. 
An understanding of faith in which everything is made dependent 
upon a personally rendered decision, no room being left for the 
steadfast existence of the new creature brought into being by the 
new birth, is an understanding, in truth, which is likewise nothing 
more than a severed arrowhead but no longer an arrowhead of the 
truth. It might correspond to the will of God, who has ordained 
the division under which we live, if we were to give attention to 
recognizing the dangers connected with the sharpening of "polemi- 
cal arrowheads" and in so doing would listen to the "brethren" 
separated from us. Might it not be that God has kept us separated 
for the very reason that we might not lose the truth of his Word? 
"The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak" If we were left to our- 
selves without any opposition, drowsiness of the flesh might easily 
overcome the watchfulness of the spirit. What would have become 
of Christendom without the polemical sharpening of the truth of 
the Gospel by the Reformation? What would have become of the 
sharpening of the truth in the Reformation without the opposition 
of the Roman Catholic Church? Could it not correspond to the will 
of God, who is at work also in the division under which we live, 
that we look upon the church separated from us not only with the 
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question as to the extent to which we are right but also with the 
question whether in the polemical arrowhead of truth offered to us 
by it, something might have been overlooked which belongs to the 
truth itself something which possibly is still alive in the church 
separated from us? Could it not be that through the heresy against 
which our anathema must be directed a question might come to us 
which we had not yet heard before? Should not our recognition 
and liberation of the truth disguised in heresy constitute our most 
effective defense against it? If we concern ourselves about this, 
then we shall actually begin to take the division upon ourselves, 
and to bear with the churches separated from us by the division. 
If we begin to understand that, because of our flesh, God did not 
want to preserve his truth on earth the truth in its richness and 
sharpening form in any other way than in opposing the separated 
churches, then we shall on the basis of such conclusion make the 
first step into the future. If it is God's will and we have faith, then 
in this future not only that church will be one which is being built 
into the body of Jesus Christ through the Word and Sacrament, 
but also that church which delivers the means of salvation to the 
world and in this delivery is now divided. Not until those who are 
separated in the administration of the Means of Grace are one in 
this activity and are permitted to stand at the same altar not until 
then will tibat be fulfilled which the Lord of the church promised 
when he prayed for it: 

. . . that they may all be one; even as thou, 
Father, art in me, and I in thee, that 
they also may be in us, so that the world 
may believe that thou liast sent me. 
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